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The Development Set 

Excuse me, friends, I must catch my jet - 
I’m off to join the Development Set; 

My bags are packed, and I've had all my shots, 

I have travellers' cheques and pills for the trots. 

The Development Set is bright and noble, 

Our thoughts are deep and our vision global; 
Although we move with the better classes, 

Our thoughts are always with the masses. 

In Sheraton hotels in scattered nations, 

We damn multinational corporations; 

Injustice seems so easy to protest, 

In such seething hotbeds of social rest. 

We discuss malnutrition over steaks 
And plan hunger talks during coffee breaks. 
Whether Asian floods or African drought, 

We face each issue with an open mouth. 

We bring in consultants whose circumlocution 
Raises difficulties for every solution - 
Thus guaranteeing continued good eating 
By showing the need for another meeting. 

The language of the Development Set, 

Stretches the English alphabet; 

We use swell words like ‘epigenetic’, 

‘Micro’, ‘Macro’, and ‘logarithmetic’. 

Development Set homes are extremely chic. 

Full of carvings, curios and draped with batik. 

Eye-level photographs subtly assure 

That your host is at home with the rich and the poor. 

Enough of these verses - on with the mission! 

Our task is as broad as the human condition! 

Just pray to God the biblical promise is true: 

The poor ye shall always have with you. 


Ross Coggins 
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The Rain Kings 




T his book is an attack on a group of rich and powerful bureaucracies that 
have hijacked our kindness. The bureaucracies I refer to are those that 
administer the West’s aid and then deliver it to the poor of the Third World in a 
process that Bob Geldof once described as ‘a perversion of the act of human 
generosity’. 1 

I want to make it clear at the outset that my attack is principally focused on 
official aid organisations. Other than passing references to the disaster-relief 
operations of some charities in Part One, I have deliberately refrained from 
mounting an offensive against the voluntary agencies - for example, Oxfam, 
Save the Children Fund and Band Aid in Britain, or Catholic Relief Services, 
Operation California and Africare in the United States. I do have criticisms of 
the long-term development work of almost all of these smaller ‘non¬ 
governmental’ organisations; however, by and large, I believe their staff to be 
well motivated and their efforts worthwhile. Furthermore, they are funded on 
a voluntary basis by contributions from the general public and thus are under 
considerable pressure to use properly the money they receive. They rarely do 
significant harm; sometimes they do great good. 

The same, however, cannot be said for official aid agencies. Whether 
‘multilateral’ - like the World Bank - or ‘bilateral’ (USAID or Britain’s 
Overseas Development Administration), such agencies are financed involun¬ 
tarily by tax-payers who are then allowed absolutely no say in how their money 
is spent. Official aid also involves the transfer of very large sums of money - so 
large, in fact, that the resources of the voluntary sector look puny and 
insignificant by comparison. It would thus seem sensible, at the very least, for 
the official agencies to be directly accountable to the public - to be ‘trans¬ 
parent’, open and honest in their dealings. 

This, unfortunately, is not the case. Indeed, critical study is sharply and 
effectively discouraged. Those of us, for example, who wish to evaluate the 
progress, or effectiveness, or quality of development assistance will soon 
discover that the aid bureaucracies have already earned out all the evaluations 
that they believe to be necessary and are prepared to resist - with armour- 
plated resolve - the ‘ignorant’, or ‘biased’ or ‘hostile’ attentions of outsiders. 
Even the few apparently independent studies in this field turn out in the 



Lords of Poverty 

majority of cases to have been financed by one or other of the aid agencies or by 
institutes set up with aid money. And, where there is no such direct link, more 
subtle influences are generally at work. Academics at schools of development 
studies, for instance, often aspire to highly-paid jobs in the United Nations or 
the World Bank and can be forgiven for not biting too hard a hand that may be 
about to feed them. Western journalists investigating projects in poor coun¬ 
tries usually do so under aid-agency auspices and tend to come away with a 
partisan view of what they have seen. Likewise appeals for disaster-relief, 
which have played a particularly important role in shaping public perceptions 
of aid issues in recent years, portray the agencies and their staffs in a light that is 
entirely positive-if not actually saintly. 

At a more general level, foreign aid - now worth almost $60 billion a year - 
has changed the shape of the world in which we live and had a profound impact 
on all our thinking. Consciously or unconsciously we view many critical global 
problems through lenses provided by the aid industry. When we come to 
analyse these problems we draw on a vast data-base that the aid industry has 
generated - and that the aid industry controls. If, as individuals, we choose to 
act to solve these problems then we will find that the aid industry has already 
defined and determined most of the directions in which we may move. 

What we have here, therefore, is a publicly-funded enterprise, charged with 
grave international responsibilities, that has not only been permitted to wall off 
its inner workings from the public view but that also sets its own goals, 
establishes how these goals are to be attained and, in due course, passes 
judgement on its own efforts. Perhaps inevitably in such a hermetically-sealed 
universe, these judgements tend to be favourable and seek to reassure us that 
all is well, that formidable difficulties are slowly but surely being overcome and 
that aid is fundamentally good. Indeed, the promotion of such anodyne, 
cheerful and uplifting messages has become a massive international exercise 
employing thousands of people and absorbing public-relations budgets worth 
hundreds of millions of dollars a year. 

It is a tribute to the success of this PR campaign that foreign aid is now a 
sacred cow. In all Western countries, irrespective of their wealth, and irrespec¬ 
tive also of their ideological stance, ‘overseas development’ has been elevated 
above political debate to become the ‘least questioned form of state spending ’. 2 
Perhaps this lack of examination explains why foreign-aid budgets always 
increase. The rate of expansion may be relatively slow here, relatively fast 
there; in all donor countries, however - even in times of general austerity - more 
gets spent on overseas development every year. 

Thus, while we may cut our military spending, pare our education systems 
to the bone, and put our health services under the microscope, foreign-aid 
allocations regularly escape cost-benefit analysis and efforts are seldom made 
to link further funding to the achievement of results in the field. As Professor 
Bauer of the London School of Economics accurately observes: ‘Whatever 
happens in the recipient countries can be adduced to support the maintenance 
or extension of aid. Progress is evidence of its efficiency and so an argument for 
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its expansion; lack of progress is evidence that the dosage has been insufficient 
and must be increased. Some advocates argue that it would be inexpedient to 
deny aid to the speedy (those who advance); others, that it would be cruel to 
deny it to the needy (those who stagnate). Aid is thus like champagne: in 
success you deserve it, in failure you need it.’ 3 

There is, of course, criticism of the aid industry - but such criticism tends to 
be confined within a rather narrow range. Most commonly we hear the voices 
of those who say that aid is insufficient and that it should be increased. Some 
detractors single out specific types of aid as being inappropriate (food aid, for 
example, or programme aid, or aid for the development of heavy industries). 
Others focus on particular instances in which aid has been used wastefully, or 
corruptly, or has gone to governments that are not politically popular in the 
West. All these different criticisms have one thing in common: they fail, as 
Professor Bauer puts it, ‘to question aid as such’. 4 

In writing Lords of Poverty it has been my explicit purpose to do just that - to 
question aid as such. In consequence, this is not a book that campaigns for more 
aid; in my view, more of a bad thing can only be a worse thing. Neither is this a 
book that argues for a redirection of aid - for example, to better-designed 
projects or to more worthy countries. I do not accept that aid can be made to 
work if only method X is used in place of method Y, if only this is done instead 
of that, if only the political or commercial strings attached are forthwith 
removed, if only the poor are properly ‘targeted’ rather than the better-off - 
and so on. Such formulas, much loved by the aid industry, have about as much 
intellectual validity as the facile excuses of tribal rainmakers who deny the 
basic absurdity of dancing beneath the breathless sky and seek instead to 
explain the failure of their efforts in terms of obscure but correctable errors in 
their performance of the ritual. Like rainmakers, too, the high priests of 
foreign aid are always ready to claim the credit if, by some freak coincidence, 
things end up going right for a change instead of wrong. 

In tribal society it is such dexterous dodging of the real issues that allows the 
rainmakers to stay in business even though they don’t make rain; likewise, in 
Western public-spending, the same tricks of the trade ensure that huge sums of 
our money continue to be transferred to aid organisations that seldom - if ever 
- produce any tangible results. Despite the fads, fancies, ‘new techniques’, 
‘new directions’ and endless ‘policy rethinks’ that have characterised the 
development business over the last half-century, and despite the expenditure 
of hundreds of billions of dollars, there is little evidence to prove that the poor 
of the Third World have actually benefited. Year in year out, however, there can 
be no doubt that aid pays the hefty salaries and underwrites the privileged 
lifestyles of the international civil servants, ‘development experts’, consultants 
and assorted freeloaders who staff the aid agencies themselves. 

Because I single out these personnel for particular vilification in Lords of 
Poverty it is inevitable that some will see this book as an unprincipled attack on 
a basically caring and worthy group of people. Equally, I am well aware that in 
deliberately drawing attention to the unsavoury, greedy, stupid and dangerous 
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aspects of the aid industry’s behaviour I am swimming against the tide of 
received wisdom - and in some ways being ‘ungendemanly ’. What I have to say 
will bitterly offend many people. I make no apologies for that. In democratic 
societies, we have the right to know the whole truth about publicly-funded 
institutions - rather than just the partial truths that the bureaucrats who staff 
those institutions want us to know. 



PART ONE 


Masters of 
Disaster? 


And you must know this law of culture: two civilisations 
cannot really know and understand one another well. You 
will start going deaf and blind. You will be content in your 
own civilisation . . . but signals from the other civilisation 
will be as incomprehensible to you as if they had been sent 
by the inhabitants of Venus. 

Ryszard Kapuscinski, The Emperor 




T he white woman, tired but pretty, the one in the blue paisley frock, what 
exactly is she doing? Beneath the hot foreign sun, a trickle of perspiration 
on her brow, busy and wan, harassed and concerned, what can she be up to? 

She’s measuring the circumference of black children’s arms, she’s weighing 
marasmic babies in a sling, she’s distributing high-energy biscuits to listless 
and demoralised kids, she’s mixing a life-saving solution of oral-rehydration 
salts, she’s supervising the share-out of a grain ration, she’s digging a pit 
latrine. She’s a nutritionist or a nurse, or a construction engineer, she’s a 
volunteer with no particular skills or a professional with many, she’s an 
evangelist or an atheist, she’s with Oxfam or UNICEF, with World Vision or 
the Red Cross. In 1989 she was in Mozambique, in the Sudan, in Ethiopia, and 
in refugee camps along the border between Kampuchea and T hailan d. She’d 
been in all these places in 1988 , too, andini 987 . She’ll still be in them in 1990 
and in 1991 . The personification of faith and hope, delivered to developing 
countries by our charity, she’s to be found wherever and whenever disaster 
strikes. She’s the one the camera focuses on briefly ministering to cholera 
victims in a field-hospital, the one the reporter gets a quote from in front of the 
feeding station, the one whose weary eyes tell you that she’s seen it all before 
and that she expects to go on seeing it again and again and again. 

Friends in Deed? 

Western relief workers in Third World disasters have become potent symbols 
of the fundamental decency and rightness of international aid. Of course we 
must help when people are suff ering, when lives are in terrible jeopardy, when 
the sky falls or the earth dries up. Tight-fisted though we may be at other times, 
a sudden crisis makes us kind. 

Charities established to do good works amongst the poor know that they can 
benefit from this powerful but transitory altruism and go into public-relations 
overdrive when there is a relief operation in prospect. It’s a simple fact of life in 
the voluntary sector: with appropriate media hype, famines, dramatic influxes 
of refugees, floods, earthquakes and other such catastrophes can be real 
money-spinners. 

A look at the accounts of Oxfam bears this out. After several years of 
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relatively slow expansion, the world-renowned British voluntary agency 
doubled its takings over the period 1978-80; it achieved this through 
high-pressure fund-raising for victims of famine and war in Kampuchea 
following the Vietnamese invasion of that South-East Asian country in 1979. 
Thereafter public donations remained fairly static until 1985 when appeals on 
behalf of the starving in Ethiopia multiplied Oxfam’s earnings again - to an 
all-time high of £51.1 million, up from less than £20 million in 1983-4. 1 

Clearly, emergency relief work has a much greater capacity to mobilise 
public generosity than Oxfam’s more routine long-term development activi¬ 
ties. The same holds true for other charities as well. In 1985, for example, Band 
Aid raised £76 million for the starving from the British public. 2 Americans 
each year hand over slightly more than $1 billion to private voluntary 
organisations engaged in the Third World, largely spurred on to do so by 
poignant televised appeals for famine and disaster relief. All in all, voluntary 
agencies like War on Want, Oxfam and Christian Aid in Britain, World Vision, 
CARE Incorporated and Project Hope in the United States, and Mddecins 
Sans Frontifcres in France, can count on a total of $2.4 billion a year in 
charitable donations to finance their projects and programmes in the develop¬ 
ing countries. 3 The international media ballyhoo surrounding the Ethiopian 
famine raised this figure, albeit briefly, to almost $4 billion in 198s. 4 

Our support for the humanitarian endeavours of the voluntary agencies is 
also reflected in opinion polls. A recent survey conducted in the United States 
for the World Bank concluded that ‘scepticism about government efficiency in 
handling aid leads to a preference for non-governmental channels in the 
distribution of aid’. 5 Likewise, in Europe, people in ten countries were asked 
the question: ‘Which agencies provide the most useful help to developing 
countries?’ Only 12 per cent of the respondents said ‘the government’; 25 per 
cent said ‘private organisations’. 6 Another US survey concluded, ‘Americans 
clearly favor aiding the poor countries for moral and humanitarian reasons,’ 
and added: ‘public support is strongest to alleviate such basic problems as 
hunger and malnutrition, disease and illiteracy’. 7 A United States Presidential 
Commission on World Hunger established that when assistance was described 
as ‘aid to combat hunger’ 77 per cent of Americans were in favour of 
maintaining it or increasing it; however, when the question was put in terms of 
‘economic aid’ to developing countries, support dropped to 49 per cent. 

The emotional demand of mass suffering is strong and direct. It compels us 
to reach for our cheque books in response to disaster appeals by the voluntary 
agencies. Also - through us - it influences the behaviour of our elected 
governments: although Britain and the United States have imposed a political 
ban on long-term development assistance to socialist Ethiopia, both were 
generous with ‘humanitarian’ assistance during the 1984-5 famine and again 
during 1987-8. 

Governments control the purse-strings of official aid budgets that dwarf the 
resources available to the charities.® It should not be forgotten, however, that 
these budgets, too, are provided by ‘us’ - all official aid, whether earmarked for 
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‘long-term’ or ‘emergency’ purposes is financed out of tax revenues. It is then 
channelled to the Third World through two rather different types of organisa¬ 
tion: ‘bilateral’ (for example, Britain’s Overseas Development Administration 
and the United States Agency for International Development) and ‘multi¬ 
lateral’ (for example, the EEC’s Directorate General for Development, the 
World Bank and the various agencies of the United Nations system like the 
Food and Agriculture Organisation, the World Health Organisation and 
the United Nations High Co mmi ssioner for Refugees). 

Generally speaking, the more that an official agency’s work can be packaged 
as humanitarian and charitable in focus, the more likely it is to receive the 
mandate of popular approval. One senior staffer at UNICEF (the United 
Nations Children’s Emergency Fund) told me that he found it both exciting 
and fulfilling to be employed by an agency that had such a ‘sexy’ subject 
matter. ‘Of course most of our finances come directly to us from member 
governments of the UN,’ he said, ‘but Joe Public gets worked up and 
concerned about children in trouble; that’s why people buy our Christmas 
cards. We’re seen as being amongst the good guys.’ 

The charitable impulse at the root of much aid-giving is at its most potent 
during disasters and emergencies. It is, however, a double-edged sword. On 
the one hand it raises lots of money. On the other it stifles questions about the 
uses to which this money is put-and makes those who ask such questions look 
rather churlish. Criticising humanitarianism and generosity is like criticising 
the institution of motherhood; it is just not ‘the done thing’. One observer has 
expressed the problem particularly well: 

Humanitarians ask individuals and governments, out of charity, to give 
funds to allow them to bind up wounds, comfort the weak, save lives. 
Compassion expects everyone to agree on the method. Since they are 
guided by a moral virtue, compassion, any obstacle in the path of carry¬ 
ing out humanitarian objectives must be immoral. And since the objective 
is so good, it is inconceivable that recipients will fail to be grateful. 9 

But what is it, precisely, that the recipients are expected to be grateful/or? 
In some cases it is a good deal less than donors and tax-payers are led to 
expect. In August 1988, for example, Sudan (previously drought-stricken) was 
hit by severe flooding of the River Nile and, overnight, more than a million 
people were rendered homeless in Khartoum, the capital city. As the waters 
continued to rise, epidemics of diseases like cholera and typhoid posed an 
ever-increasing threat. In addition man y of the flood victims were completely 
destitute and without any kind of food or shelter. Aid agencies in the 
industrialised countries responded to this disaster with strident newspaper and 
television appeals for help and millions of dollars were quickly donated. Two 
weeks after the flooding, however, almost no tangible signs of the relief effort 
could be seen on the ground: a dozen or so plastic sheets here, a few blankets 
from the Red Crescent Society there, and a grain-distribution station with just 
twelve sacks of flour in hand. Visiting reporters were proudly shown a newly 
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erected camp of 300 tents provided by Britain: for reasons that no one on the 
spot could explain, all the tents turned out to be empty and under armed guard 

- even though tens of thousands of homeless people were milling about on 
mudflats nearby. 

By this time no fewer than eighty-five relief flights had arrived from Europe 
and the US bringing 1,200 tonnes of supplies. What was unfortunate was that 
these consignments had included just 400 tonnes of food (against a UN 
estimate of 12,000 tonnes to cover the immediate need). ‘That’s why, if we go 
to any comer, we will find that the majority of people have received nothing,’ 
said A 1 Haj Nugdalla Rahman, a local MP. Amongst the food that was sent was 
a large container-load of fresh meat which - in the absence of refrigeration - 
quickly began to rot. By the time it was distributed it was ‘really smelling’ 
according to one relief worker. By contrast much more durable - and necessary 

- items like clothing, soap and hospital tents were almost completely missing 
from the relief deliveries during the first two weeks. 10 

Despite such failings in the crucial early days, genuine efforts were sub¬ 
sequently made during the Sudan floods to help those in need. All too often, 
however, appeals for money are not followed up by action of any practical kind. 
One agency that has mastered the art of saying much and giving little is The 
Hunger Project, a massive international undertaking which raises funds in the 
United States, Britain and many other countries with the claim that it is 
dedicated to the ‘eradication of the persistence of hunger and starvation’ in the 
Third World; 11 in fact it sends almost no money to the starving at all. 
According to the US National Charities Information Bureau, The Hunger 
Project received donations totalling $6,981,005 in 1985. Out of this, $210,775 
was passed on in the form of grants to other organisations involved in relief 
work in hungry countries. All the rest was spent in the US under such headings 
as ‘enrollment and committee activities’, ‘communication, information and 
education services’, ‘publications’, ‘management and general’ and ‘fund- 
raising’. Telephone expenses for the year approached half a million dollars. 12 
In 1984 The Hunger Project’s British office raised £192,658 from the public of 
which just £7,048 went to the Third World. 13 

In 1985, International Christian Aid, a large US voluntary organisation, was 
accused by officials at the UN and at the State Department of failing to send a 
single cent to Ethiopia out of $ 18 million raised for famin e relief in that African 
country. 14 ICA denied the allegations: according to its own accounts 28 per 
cent of its income is spent on fund-raising and administration in the United 
States; all the rest, i.e. 72 per cent, goes to the Third World. 15 However, an 
investigation of the charity by an agency of the US Better Business Bureau had 
previously concluded otherwise: a close analysis of ICA’s expenditure for 1983 
showed that just 41 per cent of its income in that year went to support the 
programmes cited in its fund-raising solicitations. 16 A similar example is the 
Dallas-based relief organisation, Priority One International; in one year it sent 
overseas just 18 cents out of every dollar that it received in donations. 17 

Fortunately, humanitarianism is not always the last refuge of the scoundrel. 
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Figures from the Charities Aid Foundation show that most of Britain’s top 
twenty-one voluntary agencies only divert about io pence out of each pound 
raised to pay for their overheads, administration and fund-raising. Band Aid 
did particularly well during the Ethiopian famine of 1984-5; it kept its costs 
down to just 7 pence in every £100 received. War on Want, which came under 
attack in October 1986 with charges that its then Director, George Galloway, 
had spent £20,000 in eighteen months staying in luxury hotels, in fact spent 
only 1.7 per cent of its income on ad mini stration and fund-raising in 1984-5. 
Save the Children Fund, with costs running at 7.42 per cent of moneys 
received in the same year, says: ‘We have a policy of keeping our overheads 
down to below 15 per cent of our income . . . We want maximum income to 
give maximum aid.’ 18 

Freeloaders, Fools and the God-Squad 

Whether the aid is charitable or official, however, whether it is funded out of 
direct public donations or out of taxes, the employees of all the agencies 
concerned inevitably play a crucial role in the field and bear a tremendous 
responsibility. They must interpret correctly the needs of the poor and they 
must meet those needs quickly and competently. 

It is generally taken for granted that they do both of these things, and do 
them well. Press and television reports tend to play up relief workers as 
hard-pressed saints. Some recipients of emergency assistance have, however, 
been heard to express ungracious doubts about those who come to help. As one 
African refugee asked petulantly: ‘Why is it that every US dollar comes with 
twenty Americans attached to it?’ 19 

In many Third World disasters, a great deal of aid money is spent purchasing 
the expertise that Americans - and Europeans - provide. According to a 
detailed study of refugee relief in South-East Asia: 

The agencies’ ‘operating’, ‘logistics’ and ‘miscellaneous’ costs are enor¬ 
mous and almost impenetrable. Each agency calculates them on a 
different basis. Somewhere among them are the considerable costs of 
personnel. The International Commission of the Red Cross treats its staff 
superbly. In Phnom Penh much of their food was imported from 
Europe; in Thailand UN officials constantly complained that the Swiss, 
with their air-conditioned cars, their weekends on the beach, lived far 
better than anyone else . . . One World Health Organisation official 
asked for a fee of $50,000, a generous per diem, and a ticket for his wife, 
to come for a short assignment to Phnom Penh. Eventually he compro¬ 
mised on $16,000, the per diem, and no wife . . . UN officials would get 
more in two days’ allowances than the relief progr amm e would provide 
for the average Cambo dian over a twenty-seven-month period. 20 

The aid personnel who consume these resources come in all shapes and 
sizes, all kinds and varieties. Some are very good indeed - and undoubt- 
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edly earn their pay. Others are extraordinarily bad, their motivation is 
questionable and their input is negligible or even harmful. All too often, during 
Third World disasters, staff, experts and consultants are not subjected to any 
kind of careful scrutiny before they are sent into the field; common sense gets 
abandoned in the rush to help. 

It should be said at the outset that much of this help is barely tangible to the 
victims of the catastrophe. Many Western ‘disaster experts’ turn out to be 
merely on expensive fact-finding missions. What this means in practice is that 
they arrive with empty hands and leave with their heads full of information 
which may, or may not, later be translated into action. At the height of the 
Sudanese drought in February 1985 the Khartoum Hilton (where a single 
room costs $ 150 a night without breakfast) seethed with delegations which had 
come ‘to assess the situation’. Despite critical water shortages in many parts of 
the country, and despite the fact that the devastating extent of the emergency 
had been thoroughly assessed over the preceding four months, not one 
additional drilling rig had by then arrived. 21 

Worse than this, as an anthropologist who spent several years living amongst 
African refugees has observed: ‘During an emergency, whatever their back¬ 
ground, almost any white face which arrives on the scene has the chance of a 
job.’ 22 

I came across an example of the accuracy of this remark during the famine 
that afflicted the East African country of Somalia in 1987. In charge of one 
highly reputable British voluntary agency’s emergency feeding operations 
there I found a bronzed globe-trotter whose only qualification for the position 
appeared to be the fact that he had an African wife (she was not a Somali but he 
employed her in the field anyway, causing massive resentment amongst locally 
recruited staff who rightly believed they could do her job better). He told me 
that the agency had first taken him on to its payroll in Ethiopia, which he had 
been visiting as a tourist in 1985 (‘piece of luck, that’). Later he had been 
transferred to a more senior position in Tanzania-where he was keen to return 
as soon as possible since that was where his wife came from. When I expressed 
my doubts that he could be of much use to anyone in Somalia - which he had 
never visited before and claimed to dislike intensely - he reassured me that he 
was only there on a short-term secondment. His absolute lack of any relevant 
technical experience (he’d studied philosophy at university) was thus com¬ 
pounded by a sublime ignorance of Somali conditions and customs. 

In Somalia again, but some years earlier, International Christian Aid, World 
Vision and a number of other US charities wasted valuable donor dollars by 
recruiting Christian zealots to manage their programmes in the refugee camps 
that had been set up following fighting along the border with Ethiopia. In 
addition to antagonising and outraging the Muslims amongst whom they 
worked, these people were generally young, untrained and inexperienced. 
Robert Smith, a bom-again World Vision official in Somalia, caused puzzle¬ 
ment - and some hilarity - amongst suppliers of equipment and materials by 
signing all his requisition telexes with the words ‘God Bless Robert’. 23 The 
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extent to which God complied is not known. What is clear, however, is that 
requisitions from the US charities were frequently wasteful and badly thought 
out. ICA had a penchant for constructing shelters with imported materials that 
were not properly treated with insecticides - most of them collapsed on their 
occupants after being weakened by termites. According to one ICA nurse, who 
resigned in disgust: ‘The camp managers were completely untrained in this 
kind of business. Some of them appeared to place a higher priority on 
evangelising than on administering to the refugees’ physical needs.’ 24 

Many other crass errors were made as a result of putting evangelism before 
good management. For example, one of the American agencies ordered 
$100,000 worth of equipment and supplies for the camps, and then cancelled 
when - rather belatedly - it was realised that the relevant budget was badly 
overspent. What was much worse was that the Christian staff involved in this 
snafu chose to make additional savings by suddenly cancelling their ongoing 
work in the health sector - including all the vital booster shots in the second 
stage of an inoculation campaign which had made initial rounds in eleven 
camps. Thousands of children in whom the immunisation process had been 
started but not completed were thus rendered more susceptible to deadly 
epidemics than they would have been if they had simply been left alone. 25 

Whenever religion is mixed injudiciously with relief work there are human 
costs to be paid. Despite ample evidence of tliis, however, the onward march of 
Christianity remains an abiding concern of many voluntary agencies. Accord¬ 
ing to Ted Engstrom, who was President of World Vision until 30 June 1987: 
‘We analyse every project, every programme we undertake, to make sure that 
within that programme evangelism is a significant component. We cannot feed 
individuals and then let them go to hell.’ 26 

During 1980-1 this policy led to grave charges being levelled against the 
giant American charity’s refugee programme in Honduras, which was being 
carried out under the overall direction of UNHCR (the branch of the United 
Nations mandated with international responsibilities for refugees). The 
charges, most of which were strenuously denied, came from other relief 
workers on the spot. According to these witnesses, World Vision employees 
frequently used the threat of withholding food supplies to coerce Salvadorean 
refugees into attending Protestant worship services. It was also alleged - and 
again denied - that World Vision employed several ex-members of the local 
secret police (DNI) and had a policy of allowing the Honduran military free 
access to the refugee camps that it administered. The most serious accusation 
was that, on the night of 22 May 1981, two Salvadorean refugees who sought 
sanctuary at the Honduran village of Colomoncagua were picked up by World 
Vision, installed in a vehicle and told that they were being taken to the refugee 
camp at Limones. Instead they were handed over to the military. A few days 
later the same two refugees were found dead at the border. 27 World Vision 
once again denied involvement in these events. 
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A Very High Commissioner 

In refugee relief, as illustrated by the Honduran example, UNHCR co¬ 
operates with and finances the activities of a host of private voluntary 
organisations. Although this is not widely understood, HCR is not itself an 
implementing agency; it simply raises money from UN member governments 
which it then passes on to charities contracted to do the actual fieldwork. 

Thereafter, standards of supervision are often very slack, or completely 
absent, and abuses can easily occur. Recendy, for example, one voluntary 
organisation carrying out HCR programmes in Beirut used UN funds to buy 
tents, beds, blankets and bedsheets through four fictitious companies at 
mark-ups of as much as 300 per cent. In most cases, as auditors subsequently 
discovered, ‘the quantifies purchased were considerably more than the num¬ 
ber of refugees and there were substantial differences between the quantities 
paid for and those actually received’. The loss resulting from these transactions 
was in the region of half a million dollars. 28 

Sometimes HCR’s money never even reaches the country hosting the 
refugees - let alone the refugees themselves. One American voluntary agency 
working in East Africa received $400,000 from the world body payable entirely 
intheUSAis ‘relief staff support costs’. The relief staff concerned were mostly 
recent graduates of Columbia University, still wet behind the ears; 29 none of 
them had been in Africa before and they had no relevant experience. Neverthe¬ 
less they were sent into the field at the UN’s expense (for UN read Western 
tax-payers) and there given power and authority as camp managers over the 
lives of hundreds of thousands of ‘helpless refugees’ - many of whom were far 
better qualified than they were. In a similar fashion, in Sudan in 1985, an 
expatriate with no appropriate skills was employed at UNHCR’s expense to 
recruit medical staff to work on refugee programmes. Some of the refugees 
themselves - they were Ugandans - did have medical qualifications. However, 
neither the expatriate concerned, nor the voluntary agency for which he 
worked, bothered to consult them. As a resultmany errors were made. 30 

UNHCR’s own officials are not immune to this kind of arrogance and 
stupidity. In 1987 Bishara Ali, a Somali living in Canada (where he had 
obtained economics, sociology and social work degrees), applied for the job of 
Field Assistant at HCR’s office in the central Somali town of Belet Weyne. He 
was turned down by Robin MacAlpine, HCR’s Assistant Representative in 
Somalia, on the astonishing grounds that he was too well qualified. ‘With your 
broad experience in Canada,’ MacAlpine wrote, 'it is considered unlikely that 
you would be able to spend years in such a post without considerable 
frustration.’ 31 Bishara told me in 1988: 

After receiving that letter I felt angry, humiliated and rejected. It proved 
to me that whatever we [Third World] people do in achieving academi¬ 
cally, professionally and technically we would still not be acceptable to 
the white bureaucracies who enjoy the good life at our expense. 32 
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It is interesting to note the kind of people that HCR does consider suitable for 
jobs in Belet Weyne. Sydney Waldron - a construction engineer who was 
employed by an American charity implementing HCR programmes in Somalia 
- recalls once being summoned to deal with a ‘sanitary emergency’ in the 
central Somali town. At that time Waldron was extremely busy on HCR con¬ 
struction work near Mogadishu, the capital; since his orders came from no less 
a person than UNHCR’s regional head in Belet Weyne, however, he thought 
he had better respond. Besides, the town stands on the banks of the flood- 
prone Shebelle River, close to several refugee camps, and cholera is an ever¬ 
present risk. ‘Sanitary emergency’ was thus most likely the UN’s diplomatic 
euphemism for a killer epidemic. Fearing this to be the case, Waldron hastily 
consulted with a Somali sanitary engineer about ‘basic slit-trench and pit 
construction, labour recruitment, payment plans, tool availability, and other 
plans essential to the provision of sanitary facilities for some 200,000 refugees’. 
He then records: 

After a seventeen-hour trip of memorable discomfort (six persons and 
support equipment in a short wheelbase Toyota), I arrived in Belet 
Weyne to discover thenature of the sanitary emergency which had called 
me away. The regional head of UNHCR had been forced to relocate his 
residence to a temporary encampment after the town of Belet Weyne had 
flooded out. My task, in its entirety, was to provide him with a latrine pit 
and enclosure, and a shower enclosure. He had, in essence, diverted me 
from responding to construction needs which he, himself, had outlined 
in the UNHCR construction requirement report, in order to satisfy his 
personal comforts. My approach to this construction problem was a 
model of efficiency: I conveyed a packet of shillings from his hands to 
those of four Somali labourers, who dug the necessary pit. 33 

That night Waldron slept in an unusual place - on top of two refrigerators in 
the house that had been rented in Belet Weyne by the voluntary agency for 
which he worked. The refrigerators, he observes, had been ‘flown in from the 
United States at considerable expense’ but were ‘useless except for sleeping on 
since they had been purchased with 1 io-volt electrical systems; like most of 
Africa, Somalia operates on a 220-volt electrical current’ .** 

Junk, Waste and Stupidity 

Refrigerators were not the only costly and useless items that were freighted to 
Somalia at this time as a result of bad management and bad planning by 
humanitarians involved in refugee relief. Perhaps the most grandiose white 
elephants were a number of all-purpose health centres, prefabricated in 
Finland at an initial budget appropriation of $1 million each. Waldron again: 

By the time they were ready for shipment the cost of these health centre 
buildings had purportedly doubled, i.e. to the staggering price of $2 
million each. The additional cost was associated with the decision to 
include two flush toilets rather than only one. There was no plumbing or 
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water source to which these might have been connected in the camps. 
When, finally, the health centres began to arrive in Mogadishu, another 
problem in design became apparent: their disassembled components 
were twice as wide as the available trucking could handle. I was offered 
the job (in all seriousness) of cutting these components in half on the 
docks of Mogadishu. The only such health centre to be erected during 
my stay in Somalia was virtually unusable since it was horribly hot inside. 
There was no electricity in the camp for its air-conditioners. 35 

The folly, irrelevance - and sometimes dangerous idiocy - of much that 
passes as humanitarian assistance is not publicised by the aid agencies at all, for 
understandable reasons. On the contrary, their press releases paint a rosy 
picture. Disaster victims, however, must live with the realities of relief. 
Perhaps because they do not read the press releases, some of them are 
beginning to be choosy about what they will accept. 

At about the same time that Sydney Waldron was confronting the daunting 
challenge of sawing health centres in half in Somalia, Detroit newscaster 
Beverly Draper was en route for that same benighted country aboard a US air 
force Hercules filled with food, pharmaceuticals and clothing she had collected 
for the refugee camps. The drugs, most of which were salesmen’s samples 
donated by well-meaning doctors and pharmacists, were in due course de¬ 
stroyed by Somali public health officials who rightly considered them 
‘garbage’. 36 Other than useless drugs designed to remedy the ailments of 
affluent patients, the poor and hungry in what is one of the hottest countries in 
the world have also received frostbite medicine shipped from Minnesota, 37 
electric blankets, and huge consignments of Go-Slim soup and chocolate- 
flavour drinks for dieters. 38 

Even when appropriate in terms of content, emergency aid can still some¬ 
times turn out to cause more trouble than it is worth. On Christmas Day 1986, 
for instance, a relief convoy left Khartoum, capital city of the Sudan, for the 
town of Wau in the far south where fighting and drought had led to famine. 
The convoy was carrying 200 tonnes of food when it set off; by the time it ar¬ 
rived in late January 1987, however, 22 tonnes had mysteriously disappeared. A 
generator for the local hospital had been brought on one of the trucks but was 
found to have had so many parts removed from it that it was unusable. Adding 
a final insult to injury, it was then discovered that the fuel needed to get the 
convoy back to Khartoum had also been stolen; almost all the re main ing food 
had to be sold to cover the cost of replacing it and to pay the wages of the troops 
who had made up the convoy’s escort. Joseph Nykindi, Bishop of Wau and 
C hairman of the town’s relief committee, subsequently wrote to donors: ‘We 
appreciate your efforts, but if this is what you call food aid we don’t want it.’ 39 

Food from the European Economic Community is another gift horse that is 
frequently looked in the mouth, with complaints on record from a host of 
beneficiaries. According to Euro-MP Richard Balfe: ‘It is completely un¬ 
acceptable for us to export food that we would not eat ourselves.’ Following 
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widespread fall-out from the nuclear accident at the Chernobyl power plant in 
Russia in 1986, however, some badly contaminated Community food, illegal in 
Europe, has turned up in aid shipments. In 1987, for example, a pasta factory 
on the Red Sea had to be closed down after taking delivery of irradiated Italian 
flour made from Greek wheat. A year later, in 1988, a number of impoverished 
African countries were forced to reject EEC food because it was found to be 
dangerously radioactive. 40 

‘During a disaster, all sorts of junk comes rolling in,’ says Larry Simon of 
Oxfam-America. He is right. Food for Hungry Inc., an American private 
voluntary organisation, arranged a shipment of 19 tonnes of‘survival food and 
drugs’ to Kampuchea during the great famine there in 1979-80. The food was 
so old that San Francisco zoo-keepers had stopped feeding it to their animals 
and some of the drugs had expired fifteen years earlier. 41 One British charity’s 
response to an African emergency included packs of tea, tissues and Tampax, 
while a West German voluntary agency sent 1,000 polystyrene igloos which 
proved too hot for the intended recipients to live in. Since the igloos could not 
be dismantled they had to be burnt. 42 Famine victims in India were sent 
blankets which they neither needed nor used; in due course the Indian 
government donated the same blankets to Nepal which, subsequently, 
donated them back to India. 43 

Laxatives and anti-indigestion remedies are other favourites amongst 
agencies that provide humanitarian relief to the starving. According to Mary de 
Zuniga, a public health official in Nicaragua, ‘Whenever anybody donates a 
medicine, there just seems to be an overdose of milk of magnesia. We said we 
could probably use it to whitewash the building.’ 44 

Recently, relief agencies shipped nearly 800 cases of outdated baby food and 
food supplement to a Honduran refugee camp. 45 Likewise, despite the 
well-known health risks posed to small malnourished children by unvita- 
minised dried skimmed milk, 46 this commodity remains a popular relief item in 
emergencies. According to a 1987 special report of the EEC Court of Auditors, 
‘Botswana received a delivery of 500 tonnes of non-vitaminised skimmed milk 
powder, which was contrary to the most basic dictates of common sense. Since 
the milk was intended for direct consumption by children in schools and small 
clinics, it should have been vitaminised to prevent the risk of serious gastric 
disorders.’ 47 

Mauritius, too, got 500 tonnes of the unvitaminised DSM. In this case the 
auditors note: 

The addition of vitamins was essential - since the powder was for 
imm ediate distribution to more than 100,000 people from vulnerable 
categories. The supply agreement reached with the government defi¬ 
nitely stipulated that the vitamins should be added, but the Directorate 
General for Development at the Commission omitted to mention this 
requirement in the mobilisation request which it sent to the 
Commission’s Directorate General for Agriculture. 48 
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Other notable examples of EEC ‘humanitarianism’ gone wrong include 
15,000 tonnes of maize loaded at Le Havre bound for famine-stricken Mozam¬ 
bique. On arrival the consignment was found to be old, full of broken grains, 
impurities and mould - and was, as a result, totally unfit for human consump¬ 
tion. A shipment of 26,000 tonnes of maize sent as food aid to the people of 
Niger was also examined by the auditors, who concluded sadly: ‘It was not 
even acceptable as animal fodder.’ In 1982 the tiny drought-stricken African 
republic of Djibouti actually had the temerity to refuse delivery of an 
emergency shipment of 974 tonnes of European wheat flour, which it declared 
unfit for human consumption! The EEC, however, was determined to impose 
its food on hungry Africans somehow and finally got the same consignment of 
flour accepted by Zaire - albeit two years later, in 1984- 49 

In 1983 Morocco ended up using 240 tonnes of EEC butter oil to make soap - 
the oil was found to contain four times the maximum level of aerobic germs 
permitted under European regulations. In the same year Tunisia received 345 
tonnes of butter oil of even more dangerous quality - it contained a high level of 
peroxide and was, in addition, contaminated with faeces. 50 There was, on the 
other hand, nothing wrong with the 4,500 tonnes of EEC butter that Libya, a 
wealthy petroleum exporter, was allowed to buy at the heavily subsidised price 
of 16 UK pence a pound during 1986. The deal, worth more than £7 million, 
also included 700 tonnes of subsidised beef - no doubt a popular item on the 
dinner tables of the Libyan people, who have amongst the highest disposable 
incomes in the world. Defending its action, the Commission argued that it was 
cheaper to subsidise sales of first-class butter and meat to Libya than it was to 
store these surplus items in Europe. However, as British MP Tony Marlowe 
commented: ‘What about the poor? What about the starving in the Third 
World?’ 51 

The sad truth, as the auditors themselves regretfully conclude, is that the 
record of the EEC’s humanitarian aid to the poor is just a ‘catalogue of 
disasters’, with bureaucratic errors and inefficiencies, wastefulness, inappro¬ 
priateness and unforgivable lateness very much the order of the day. In June 
1983 the Commission received a request for help from Indonesia, which had 
suffered a poor harvest. In response to this request, 15,000 tonnes of wheat 
were shipped - but not until August 1984, even though the next harvest was by 
then over. Following hurricanes in Mauritius the Commission granted 2,000 
tonnes of cereals as ‘immediate food aid’ on 25 March 1981; the consignment 
actually arrived fifteen months later - on 20 June 1982. A March 1981 request 
from China for urgent help after drought in Hubei province did not produce 
any food shipments until July 1982. Likewise, although the EEC knew that 
local stocks of Zambian maize would run out in April 1983, deliveries of food 
aid did not begin until July of that year. 52 

In Mozambique in 1988, emergency food aid from all sources, including the 
EEC, was found to be taking up to nine months to be delivered. Another 
phenomenon was also apparent: when a consignment did eventually arrive, the 
donor concerned would frequently insist that it be sent to the province it had 
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originally been earmarked for - even if that province was by then oversupplied 
and other areas were in need. This caused serious problems for Mozambiquan 
farmers who, against all the odds, had succeeded in producing a crop: donors 
appearing with food to give away ruined the market for them and put them out 
of business. 53 

In the hands of well-meaning but ignorant humanitarians, food aid fre¬ 
quently does more harm than good. According to a study by the US Agency for 
International Development, Guatemala received 41,000 tonnes of food from 
sympathetic outsiders after it had suffered a devastating earthquake. Very 
little of the Central American country’s own food supplies had oeen destroyed 
by the quake, however, and local farmers had just brought in a record-breaking 
harvest. The most visible result of the humanitarian largesse dumped on 
Guatemala was thus the complete collapse of prices in the domestic grain 
market and greatly increased privation for rural producers. 54 

Band Aid, the dynamic charity set up in Britain by Bob Geldof with the 
avowed intention of responding to the real needs of the Third World and 
avoiding such snafus, wasted more than $4 million of donated money on the 
purchase of eighty second-hand lorries for Sudan. The lorries, which were 
bought in Kuwait, proved to be in such bad condition that they were virtually 
unusable. It took five months - and many more dollars - to repair them. 55 In 
Ethiopia, Band Aid’s determination not to allow local political problems to 
pollute its humanitarian endeavours led to a decision to get assistance directly 
to the people of Eritrea and Tigre through the rebel movements which control 
the countryside in those provinces. A lorry was sent on a ship going to Port 
Sudan so that it could be taken into Tigre overland. Unfortunately the ship 
stopped first at Assab, an Ethiopian port. With the provocative legend ‘To 
the people of Tigre from the people of Watford’ emblazoned on its side, the 
lorry stood on deck in full view of Ethiopian Customs officials who quickly 
requisitioned it - on the entirely reasonable grounds that Tigre is part of 
Ethiopia. 56 

Despite such mistakes, however, Band Aid’s efforts were generally effective 
and life-saving. By contrast, some humanitarian aid can kill. For example, 
Map International Inc., of Wheaton, Illinois, received a donation of $17 
million worth of heart-regulating pacemakers from the American Hospital 
Supply Corporation. The donation solved a problem for AHS by giving it a 
hefty tax write-off from an area of its operations that it had anyway decided to 
close down. The pacemakers, which duly went to the Third World, quickly 
began to give the recipient countries other problems, however: most of the 
units were susceptible to battery leakage and other life-threatening 
malfunctions. 57 

Fund-raising 

The fund-raising methods that generate Western charity can be as reprehen¬ 
sible as the uses to which that charity is put. All too often what underlies the 
strident appeals, the images of starving babies and shell-shocked refugees, 
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turns out not to be a genuine concern for the wretched of the earth but, rather, 
a kind of capitalism of mercy in which aid organisations compete to boost their 
own size and prestige - with precious little reference to those who are meant to 
benefit from their programmes. It is doubtful in the extreme whether the end 
justifies the means, but this, in a sense, is irrelevant; what we have here is a 
situation in which the means has become an end in itself. 

In late 1984 a French television company organised a ‘Trucks for Hope’ 
convoy which sped across the Sahara Desert from the Mediterranean bringing 
medicines, equipment and food to the needy countries of the West African 
Sahel. Viewers were not told that almost as much money was spent on keeping 
the convoy in live satellite contact with France as was spent on the relief 
supplies. Most of the medical equipment carried was smashed to bits en route 
because of the dramatic requirement to maintain a fast pace for the cameras 
despite bad or non-existent roads. ‘We chose the marathon format in order to 
keep the public in suspense,’ explained the organiser of what was described at 
the time as the ‘humanitarian equivalent of the Paris-Dakar rally’. 58 

World Vision, which runs a successful operation in Britain as well as in the 
United States, regularly makes powerful and emotional appeals to our humani- 
tarianism. Its high-pressure sales techniques of ten seem to be based more upon 
the law of the jungle than upon anything else. Operating a survival-of-the- 
fittest philosophy in a competitive market-place, and apparently defining 
‘fitness’ not in terms of the work it does amongst the poor but, rather, in terms 
of the quantity of funds raised, World Vision is not above sabotaging the efforts 
of other charities in order to fill its own coffers. 

A classic example of this sort of strategy dates back to the early 1980s when 
Operation California, a relief agency based in Los Angeles, organised a pop 
concert to raise money for Kampuchean refugees. The concert was televised by 
CBS and, at the end of the programme, Operation California flashed its 
telephone number for viewers wishing to donate. What it did not at first know 
was that World Vision had purchased commercials - for screening outside the 
Los Angeles viewing area - to coincide with the concert, during which, at 
regular intervals, it flashed its own toll-free 800 number. According to 
Operation California Executive Director Richard Walden, many callers were 
not told that this toll-free number was World Vision’s. Indeed, when Los 
Angeles Deputy District Attorney Edward Feldman called the 800 number 
and asked, ‘Is this Operation California, the same people who had the concert 
on tonight?’ he was told, ‘Yes.’ 

In Feldman’s opinion this was not merely unethical: ‘It was wire fraud. It 
was a federal crime - the use of the airwaves and the phones to put out a phony 
message for the purpose of getting money . . . from our viewpoint it involved 
deceptive exploitation of the fund-raising concert.’ 

Operation California, which was then working out of a one-room head¬ 
quarters in Beverly Hills, quickly expressed its outrage to the larger and 
infinitely richer charity and threatened to go public with its complaint. World 
Vision’s response was quietly to pass over a cheque for $250,000. It did not 
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make clear whether this was intended as compensation for the revenues that 
Operation California had lost as a result of the commercials or as hush 
money. 59 

On 21 December 1984, unable to resist the allure of Ethiopian famine pic¬ 
tures, World Vision ran an Australia-wide Christmas Special television show 
calling on the public in that country to give it funds. In so doing it broke an ex¬ 
plicit understanding with the Australian Council of Churches that it would 
not run such television spectaculars in competition with the ACC’s traditional 
Christmas Bowl appeal. Such ruthless treatment of ‘rivals’ pays, however: 
the American charity is, today, the largest voluntary agency in Australia. 60 

World Vision’s competitive use of the media has been less successful in 
Britain where it has been frustrated on a number of occasions. In 1985, for 
example, the charity’s Northampton-based British office paid $25,000 to 
Mohamed Amin , the cameraman who, in October 1984, had shot the first news 
footage of the Ethiopian famine. The money was a subsidy for a tear-jerking 
thirty-minute documentary that Amin was making called ‘African Calvary’, 
and was given on the understanding that viewers of the film would be asked at 
the end to make their donations to World Vision UK. The funds would no 
doubt have come in useful to finance the agency’s lavish aid programme in 
Ethiopia which, at that time, was spending large sums on running what was 
effectively a private scheduled air service in the northern provinces of Wollo 
and Tigre; the World Vision fleet of five planes included a Twin Otter with a 
price tag of more than $2 million. Unfortunately, however, the BBC - which 
screened the film in Britain - did not approve of the idea of a single charity 
getting all the benefit and wanted instead to direct the audience’s money to the 
Disasters Emergency Committee, a non-partisan umbrella organisation set up 
by a group of British voluntary agencies including Cafod, Christian Aid, 
Oxfam, the Red Cross and Save the Children Fund. An hour before the show 
went on the air the BBC found itself threatened with legal action and was forced 
to reinstate the World Vision appeal; rightly, however, it also included details 
of the Disasters Emergency Committee - thus allowing viewers to make up 
their own minds. 61 

Another World Vision scam is gross over-exaggeration of the extent of Third 
World disasters. An advertisement that the charity’s US headquarters placed 
in the National Catholic Re porter on 2 October 1981 claimed that twelve million 
people in East Africa were ‘on the verge of death. It’s the greatest human-need 
crisis of our time.’ The statement was not true - as World Vision admitted 
after officials from the UN complained to the publisher. In 1982 the giant 
charity remained apparently unrepentant: it screened emotional television 
commercials across the USA breaking news of a massive refugee influx 
into Somalia from neighbouring Ethiopia. What the commercials failed to 
mention was that the pictures and information were almost three years 
old. 62 

World Vision was not the worst offender in this respect, however. At the 
same time International Christian Aid was r unnin g its own ads about Somalia’s 
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refugees. According to Arthur E. Dewey at the State Department’s Bureau of 
Refugee Affairs, an ICA film ‘erroneously claimed that 1.5 million refugees 
lived in Somalia, when the actual number was one-third that amount; fighting 
had increased, when it had decreased; children received 600 to 800 calories a 
day, when much of the refugee population actually was receiving too much 
food’. 63 Likewise, the Dallas-based relief group Priority One International 
successfully parted humanitarians from their money with the claim that its 
missionaries in the South American country of Colombia were so poor that they 
had to exist on popcorn. Contacted by telephone, however, the missionaries 
themselves were more honest. Asked why they were eating popcorn they 
replied, ‘Because we like it,’ and added that they received regular deliveries of 
US-style food flown in from a nearby city. 64 

Perhaps the worst aspect of charitable advertising, however, is the tempta¬ 
tion, which few voluntary agencies can resist during disasters, to make ever 
more mawkish appeals. Undoubtedly these do raise money but they also 
humiliate the supposed beneficiaries and misrepresent them as passive victims 
incapable of doing anything for themselves. Thus on television in the United 
States Maurice J. Mosley, the President of Priority One International, once 
unshrouded a dead Somali baby for the benefit of the camera while the baby’s 
relatives held a wake in the background. ‘No gift is too big,’ Mosley told 
viewers. 65 

Neither is such schmaltzy and degrading sensationalism confined to the 
charitable sector of the aid industry. Similarexamples from other areas include 
posters produced by UNHCR. What the posters all show is refugees in 
attitudes of submission or helplessness. Commenting on what he calls the 
persistent ‘psychological reaction to refugees as people for whom “we must do 
something” ’, Martin Barber, Director of the British Refugee Council, had this 
to say about the subjects of the UNHCR campaign: ‘They were waiting for 
something to happen. They were holding out their hands. The photographer 
was standing up and they were sitting down.’ 66 

Bob Geldof, to his credit, has consistently refused to be photographed 
clutching the hand of a starving child. But even Live Aid, which started out at 
least with undertones of a more analytical and positive approach, could not in 
the end avoid getting in on the act. As Steve Bonnist of the Intermediate 
Technology Development Group puts it: 

The success of Live Aid was the result of a constant barrage of negative 
images in the media engendering support. The following year, the same 
negative mechanism was at work. Sport Aid announced that they were 
raising money for long-term, self-help development. Yet, by the time the 
event rolled around, instead of positive images of people getting on with 
the job of building their own future, we again had a stream of pictures of 
famine victims appearing everywhere in the media. The infamous 
promotional video, made in a film studio, with rats crawling over the feet 
of extras, portraying shuffling zombies scrabbling in the dust for grains 
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of com, merely reinforced the prejudices of many - that Africans are 

incapable of doing anything to help themselves. 67 

Disaster appeals of this sort pander to - and reinforce - the widespread belief 
that the impoverished peoples of the Third World are fundamentally helpless. 
Victims of nameless crises, disasters and catastrophes, they can do nothing 
unless we, the rich and powerful, intervene to save them from themselves. 

The notion that we can do anything of the sort is both patronising and 
profoundly fallacious - particularly since our record in this field is blotted with 
failures, deceits and follies. Far from being isolated incidents, the fiascos of 
humanitarian relief that I have described hint at an entire substratum of 
persistent structural problems which confound virtually all other forms of aid 
as well. 

Some Solvable Problems 

I will concede at once that a number of the difficulties which are specific to 
emergency relief could be dealt with relatively easily. For example, UNHCR 
could much more thoroughly vet and screen the voluntary agencies to which it 
subcontracts its responsibilities in the field, thus hopefully weeding out some 
of the worst abuses inflicted upon refugees. So far it has instituted no such 
system, however. 68 For the present, as Sydney Waldron rightly observes: ‘any 
group capable of writing proposals is eligible to participate in UNHCR- 
co-ordinated relief efforts’. 69 

Another serious problem, also not beyond the bounds of human ingenuity to 
solve, is the sheer number of different kinds of organisation that flock like 
benign vultures to the scene of each and every Third World catastrophe. 
Leaving aside for a moment the private charities which, by definition, are a 
diffuse and scattered bunch with widely differing skills and concerns, it is a 
little-known fact that there are at least sixteen specialised United Nations 
agencies which can become involved in disaster relief activities; 70 frequently 
they all do so at the same time. Thus, treading heavily on each other’s toes, 
bickering violently amongst themselves and competing in sometimes unseemly 
ways for ascendancy, we find UNICEF and the World Health Organisation, 
UNHCR and the United Nations Development Programme, the Food and 
Agriculture Organisation of the UN, the World Food Programme, the World 
Meteorological Organisation, the United Nations Environment Programme, 
and the United Nations Office for Emergency Operations, to name but a few. 
In addition to their often strained inter-fa milial relations, all these agencies also 
have to relate to the charities, to the International Commission of the Red 
Cross, and to governmental organisations like USAID and Britain’s Overseas 
Development Ad mini stration. Inevitably this causes a nightmare of co¬ 
ordination, ruffled feathers all round, and much wasteful duplication of effort. 

Part of the difficulty here is that all the agencies, whether voluntary, 
bilateral, or multilateral, have their own areas of specialisation. This can lead 
them to respond to catastrophes subjectively - in terms of what they are good at 
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doing - rather than objectively, i.e. in terms of what actually needs to be done. 
As Oxfam’s Hugh Goyder has observed: ‘In many disaster relief operations 
there is normally a dispute between those agencies that feel that medical 
treatment should have priority and those agencies that see food as a priority.’ 71 
Such disputes have had fatal consequences. A 1987 study of a famine-relief 
camp in the Sudan, for example, found that donors emphasising the nutritional 
needs of recipients had managed to silence those emphasising medical and 
sanitation needs. In the end, however, more lives were lost because of 
preventable epidemics of measles and other diseases than because of 
malnutrition. 72 

It would help if the disaster victims themselves were consulted about their 
own priorities. This usually does not happen, however. Following the Israeli 
invasion of Lebanon in 1982 many Palestinian refugee camps suffered severe 
damage and this created an urgent need for new shelters to be built. Although 
this was a priority for the refugees, it was not seen as so important by those who 
came to help, many of whom were not in the shelter business. An on-the-spot 
observer co mm ents: 

No one was hungry, there was no malnutrition, but one agency which 
specialised in nutrition arrived and demanded that they set up a thera¬ 
peutic feeding centre. There was no malnutrition at all, but they insisted 
that they must start a therapeutic feeding centre. Other organisations 
may want to supply things like ambulances or orphanages because this is 
what they specialise in; perhaps in the States they support an orphanage 
and they want to help in Ethiopia or Somalia, so - let’s support an 
orphanage. There are not many orphans in refugee camps. 73 

Because conflicts between agencies, and badly planned or inappropriate 
responses like these, occur during every famine, refugee influx, or similar 
disaster in the Third World, each such event is followed by desperate calls for 
better co-ordination in the future. The calls are rarely answered, however, 
even when structures are put in place precisely to ensure this co-ordination. 
Since 1971, for example, and at a cost of more than $30 million to Western 
tax-payers, the UN has funded a fully fledged Disaster Relief Office with a 
specific mandate ‘to mobilise, direct and co-ordinate international relief efforts 
and promote disaster prevention, planning and preparedness’. 74 According to 
a damning confidential report by its own auditors, UNDRO has failed almost 
entirely to fulfil this mandate: 

Involvement in relief co-ordination has been only modest, and other 
co-ordination activities have not evolved as planned. Despite many 
missions, neither a coherent technical co-operation programme nor 
major projects have been developed. Most planned research activities 
have been delayed or never undertaken, and information dissemination 
and sponsorship of meetings have been limited . . . Other UN system 
organisations have not accepted UNDRO’s leadership and few signifi¬ 
cant joint activities have taken place. 75 
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UNDRO has itself been involved in wasteful expenditures of precisely the 
kind that were supposed to be reduced or eliminated by its co-ordination 
efforts- In 1975, for example, as part of the broader programme to improve the 
communications capacity of the UN, it spent $90,000 on two portable high- 
frequency radio sets for immediate disaster relief and emergency use in the 
field. ‘The transceivers’, the auditors note, ‘have only been used once (unsuc¬ 
cessfully) in 1976, and have since been in storage. UNDRO has discussed 
selling them to the UN Field Service, but no sale has taken place. ,76 

Likewise, as long ago as 1976, UNDRO established a library intended to 
produce and update a reference catalogue and provide information to all types 
of user. ‘These objectives have not been attained,’ according to the auditors. 
The library has 

no supervisor, no systematic organisational structure, no catalogue 
(beyond index cards), and is rarely used by UNDRO staff members. 
More seriously, while other smaller disaster units actively exchange 
information with the research community, and proposals are being 
developed for worldwide disaster research information networks, 
UNDROisnot serving a s a research catalyst: outside enquiries ar e rarely 
received and UNDRO has no clear procedure for responding to those 
that do arrive. 77 

UNDRO is also not spending its substantial budget for staff travel in the 
ways originally intended. In 1975, when it was young, the organisation 
estimated that it should spend $97,000 a year on travel costs for relief 
co-ordination - with about 92 per cent of this for travel to disaster sites. Despite 
a dramatic increase in the budget since then, however, the auditors found that 
only 27 per cent of staff travel was actually to disaster areas. ‘The majority of 
UNDRO trips - 73 per cent - have been for attendance at seminars and 
meetings, and “liaison” or “representational” travel to donor countries and 
organisations.’ 78 

It is little wonder that UNDRO is unable to contribute much to co¬ 
ordination of relief efforts in the Third World when its staff spend most of their 
time at conferences in the First. Something could be done to improve on this 
unhappy state of affairs, however, and on UNDRO’s so far rather unhelpful 
service. Indeed, with the experience gained in the multiplicity of disasters that 
occurred during the mid- to late 1980s it is fair to say that the aid community 
has learnt at least some lessons about co-ordination and has begun to put these 
lessons into practice. 

The extraordinary delays which sometimes occur in the delivery of emerg¬ 
ency food during famines likewise need not be regarded as inevitable. Such 
delays, as documented earlier, are at their most spectacular in the case of the 
EEC - which still takes an average of 400 days to respond to urgent appeals for 
help. 79 Similar problems, however, occur across the whole spectrum of 
international relief agencies. For example, a study of the UN World Food 
Programme’s response to eighty-four emergencies showed that it took an 
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average of 196 days for requests for assistance to be processed and the food 
delivered. 80 A lot of people can die in 196 days. It should be possible with 
better management and the build-up of strategic stocks at various locations to 
reduce this fatal time-lag; WFP is, furthermore, now working actively to 
achieve this end. 

Arrogance and Paternalism 

But other difficulties persist which defy simple managerial solutions. At the 
root of these is the humanitarian ethic itself in which aid becomes something 
that the rich compassionately bestow upon the poor to save them from 
themselves. Britain’s Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher best summed up this 
patronising attitude when she said of Ethiopian peasant fanners: ‘We have to 
try to teach them the basics of long-term husbandry.’ 81 

The truth is that there is very little we can teach these tenacious and 
courageous people about the basics of their trade that they do not already know 
far better than we do; they have been extracting a living - and often a surplus - 
from the harsh eroded mountainsides of their homeland for millennia. What 
they do need, if they need anything, is the means to maintain their productivity 
in the face of escalating ecological disaster. Mrs Thatcher’s thinking on the 
subject, however, is indicative of the manner in which aid becomes trans¬ 
formed by the strange alchemy of mercy from mere neutral material help into 
something that ‘we’, the rich, do to ‘them’, the poor. 

Between the rich and poor constituencies are ‘our’ representatives in the 
field, the middle-men - the voluntary, governmental and multilateral organis¬ 
ations that mobilise and deliver the aid. These organisations are riddled 
through and through with notions of compassion that are, as one observer has 
put it, ‘inherently ethnocentric, paternalistic and non-professional’. 82 Their 
staff are outsiders in the unindustrialised countries in which they work. They 
hail from societies which believe themselves to be more highly evolved than 
others (that is, from developed as opposed to underdeveloped societies) and 
which are deeply convinced of the superiority of their own values and of the 
supremacy of their technical knowledge. 

Precisely because of such attitudes, a medical programme for Ugandan 
refugees in southern Sudan was run during 1984 by a European nurse while a 
fully qualified Ugandan doctor (himself a refugee) was given only minor 
responsibilities. A former principal of a Ugandan agricultural college was also 
among the refugees. He was unemployed, according to Oxford anthropologist 
Barbara Harrell-Bond who was then conducting research in the camps. 
However: 

The agencies drafted in a number of inexperienced and less qualified 
personnel from the US and Europe to run the agricultural programme for 
refugees. The advertisement for one position of agricultural adviser 
illustrates the point. The advertisement asked for applicants who would 
be able to teach Ugandan fanners how to grow sorghum, sweet potatoes. 
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and cassava, whereas the most serious problem the refugees faced was 

lack of hoes and seeds. 83 

In one African country I met an anthropologist from Manchester University 
who had been contracted by Britain’s Overseas Development Administration 
to do a survey amongst settled farmers in a tropical area that was about to be 
extensively sprayed to eradicate tsetse fly (and in which limited spraying had 
already begun). What he discovered, after conducting detailed interviews, was 
that the local people were bitterly opposed to the project. Many of their 
chickens, which contributed an important part of their diet, had been killed by 
the initial spraying and they did not want to lose any more. In addition, they 
were apprehensive that once the tsetse flies were gone nomadic herdsmen 
would move livestock in and destroy their crops (cattle cannot graze in areas of 
tsetse infestation because of trypanosomiasis). The anthropologist’s findings 
were ignored by ODA, which went ahead with the spraying anyway (indeed, it 
is difficult to see why the survey was commissioned in the first place; the 
decision to bombard the area with insecticide had been made some time before 
and was, according to the anthropologist, irrevocable). 

This is, unfortunately, typical of the way in which ‘aid’ decisions are made - 
without reference to those whom they will most immediately affect. Only a 
very few researchers from the industrialised countries (they are predominantly 
anthropologists or ecologists, who have no influence upon what happens) listen 
to the opinions of the supposed ‘beneficiaries’ of the processes of development 
and have any degree of access to what one observer has called ‘the rich and 
detailed system of knowledge of the poor’. Aid workers, on the other hand, 
who are directly engaged in development, ‘are ignorant of and conditioned to 
despise that knowledge '. 84 In general the bigger, the more prestigious and the 
more bureaucratised the agency the more inclined it will be to despise and thus 
ignore the wishes and opinions of its clients. 

Once again, the negative and often murderous consequences of the wide 
prevalence of this state of mind amongst expatriates who administer aid 
programmes become most tragically apparent in the delayed, inadequate and 
inapposite responses that they make to catastrophes. Their responses to other 
kinds of aid challenge - those concerned with long-term development rather 
than with short-term emergencies - are conditioned by the same attitudes of 
cultural and technical superiority and are thus equally wrong-headed, as other 
parts of this book will show. But disasters, by their very nature, tend to bring 
things out into the open with the result that the failures of the aid agencies in 
this particular setting are more conspicuous than elsewhere - and thus are more 
frequently exposed by the mass media. 

The Somali Drought 

In 1987, while doing field research in Somalia, 85 I came across just such a 
failure on the part of a large group of aid organisations. This failure did not 
result from any particular malice on their part, or from any conspiracy (indeed, 
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they were much at odds with one another), but simply from the attitudes of 
mind of the key expatriates on the scene and from the routine work methods of 
the agencies they served. What happened in Somalia in that year was a 
text-book example of aid gone badly wrong and, for this reason, I shall recount 
it in some detail in the pages that follow. 

There is a certain equation, called the ‘debt-service ratio’, which is of great 
importance to all developing countries and which, in Somalia, plays a crucial 
role in defining the relationship between donors and government. On one side 
of this equation is placed the amount of hard currency that a given country 
earns in a year from its exports; on the other is placed the amount of hard 
currency that it must pay out annually in interest and principal on its foreign 
debts. If export earnings exceed debt-service - happiness. If debt-service 
exceeds export earnings - misery. Somalia is in the latter camp; in 1987 its 
debt-service obligations were estimated to be 167 per cent of export earnings, 
then running at about $135 million a year. 86 By contrast, foreign aid in cash 
and in kind was worth approximately $400 million a year. 

What these figures mean is that Somalia’s economy is dominated by foreign 
aid, to which it must resort to finance all of its official imports and a big chunk 
of its debt-service liabilities as well. In a very real sense, the government of 
Somalia depends on aid for its survival, and must rely heavily on aid funding for 
any development initiative it wishes to undertake. Accordingly, it is not 
surprising that almost every international aid agency is represented in one 
form or another in Mogadishu, the Somali capital. Most of the better-known 
private charities have well-staffed offices here as do many multilateral and 
governmental organisations. 

Since Somalia benefits from America’s largest aid programme in sub- 
Saharan Africa, the United States Agency for International Development is a 
particularly prominent member of the donor community. Operating out of a 
huge fortified enclosure near the suburb of Medina, USAID is in every sense an 
imposing presence. Visitors to the compound must pass through a rigorous and 
rather intimidating series of security checks. When - and if - they are allowed 
in, they cannot fail to be convinced that they have been given access to a very 
important place. This impression was enhanced in 1987 by the personality of 
USAID’s country representative. A brusque angry-looking pipe-smoker with 
beetling brows and a no-nonsense manner, he occupied a luxuriously 
appointed office of which the two principal features were a stars-and-bars flag 
and a massive wooden desk. Seated behind this desk, like the headmaster in his 
study, this gentleman had a habit of appearing to be deeply engrossed in 
paperwork when visitors were ushered ia Sometimes he would read and sign 
letters for as long as ten minutes before turning his attention to his guest who, 
by this stage, would often be too overawed to state his business coherently. 

The United Nations family of specialised agencies are also important 
members of the donor community. Their principal offices are located in an 
extensive compound at the end of the scenic seafront comiche known as the 
Lido. Here, protected by a high wall, an iron gate and a regiment of uniformed 
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security guards, the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and 
UNICEF have their country headquarters. Other UN agencies like the Food 
and Agriculture Organisation, the World Food Programme and the World 
Health Organisation are to be found in other parts of Mogadishu, but their staff 
all attend regular meetings at UNDP, which acts as the co-ordinating agency. 

Although Somalia is classified as a ‘hardship posting’ - thus automatically 
entitling USAID staff there to a level of remuneration 25 per cent higher than 
they would earn in other more favoured countries 87 - expatriate lifestyles seem 
to want for nothing. UN employees, for example, benefit from lavish duty-free 
allowances of imported alcohol and other items and enjoy salaries that average 
approximately $55,000 per annum. 88 By contrast the most highly paid Minis¬ 
ters of the Somali government would have to work for almost fif ty years to earn 
the same amount. 89 Aside from the staff of voluntary agencies like Oxfam, who 
are not paid well by international standards, and who must, accordingly, live in 
modest and shared accommodation, the majority of aid officials in Mogadishu 
occupy large houses and villas; most employ two or more domestic servants; all 
have imported cars for private as well as official use. 

Recreational amenities available to expatriate aid workers are also excep¬ 
tionally pleasant. The principal attraction is the International Golf and Tennis 
Club, strategically sited across the road from USAID headquarters. Here, in 
addition to the golf course and tennis courts, a well-appointed restaurant serves 
prime steaks, hamburgers and iced drinks to sunbathers at the side of a 
swimming pool that would not look out of place in the gardens of a Hilton or 
Intercontinental hotel. Club membership is open to all expatriates in 
Mogadishu, who gather here in great numbers every afternoon of the week 
(working hours for most are from 7 a.m. until 2 p.m.). Alternatives include the 
Anglo-American Beach Club 90 and the Italian Club, both on the Lido. 
International restaurants abound, with fresh seafood, including lobster and 
shrimp, being specialities of Mogadishu. At weekends the opportunities for 
adventurous fun expand, with sailing and scuba-diving being particularly 
popular. 

At the time of my visit in 1987, Somalia’s Central Rangelands - accessible 
within ten hours by car from Mogadishu - were afflicted by a severe drought. 
This drought, which followed three years of inadequate rainfall, was allowed to 
become famine because expatriate aid workers and development experts from 
a wide range of different bilateral and multilateral agencies were not prepared 
to leave their offices in the capital to find out what was going on elsewhere and 
were, in addition, arrogant, over-confident of their own judgements and 
unwilling to listen to local viewpoints. The Somali famine was neither large nor 
spectacular by comparison with those that occurred in Ethiopia in 1984-5 or in 
Kampuchea in 1979-80. Nevertheless it was to cause considerable - and 
entirely avoidable - human suffering in one of the world’s poorest countries. 

During the crucial months of February, March and April 1987, the domi¬ 
nant opinion within the donor community was that the problem was not a 
serious one - that what Somalia was experiencing was a ‘prolonged dry season’, 
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not a drought. Regrettably, this view prevailed over the government’s own 
much more accurate analysis - namely that, irrespective of whether the rains 
came or not, the problem would soon be very serious indeed. 

My own investigations in Mogadishu showed that as early as December 1986 
Somalia’s Ministry of the Interior and Ministry of Livestock were in touch with 
UNDP about the gravity of conditions in the Central Rangelands and else¬ 
where. By February 1987 the government had begun formally to notify its 
main aid partners that it believed an emergency was imminent, and it had 
lodged detailed requests for relief feeding by the beginning of March - before 
any deaths had occurred. The government’s assessments and early warnings 
were in this case supported throughout by Oxfam and UNICEF, both of which 
also tried to draw the attention of large donors to the need for preparedness. All 
these appeals fell on deaf ears. 

Part of the problem stemmed from inter-agency bickering. One incident of 
this sort was a row between UNICEF and the World Health Organisation 
(WHO), both of which have responsibilities for primary health care in 
different districts of Somalia. Asked in early April by the Ministry of the 
Interior to investigate twenty-six deaths from diarrhoeal diseases in Wanle 
Weyn district in lower Shebelle region, UNICEF first notified WHO, who 
were the responsible agency in this district. However, WHO, apparently in a 
fit of pique at not itself being notified by the Ministry of the Interior, refused to 
co-operate with UNICEF, which then went ahead anyway and examined the 
fatalities. Subsequently, UNICEF’s investigators concluded that ‘the under¬ 
lying cause of death is lack of food... the area has experienced drought for the 
last three years and the current food level in the villages is extremely low. There 
appears to be insufficient food for the population to survive on its own 
resources . . . Many hundreds of cattle have died.’ 

The World Health Organisation refused to act on this analysis when it was 
presented at the regular donors’ meeting, denied its significance and accused 
UNICEF of ‘making mountains out of molehills’. 

At the same meeting WHO also criticised a report produced by Oxfam on 
the nutritional status of two central regions of Somalia: Hiraan and Galgaduug. 
The Oxfam report, which followed a more impressionistic but equally worry¬ 
ing document circulated to donors in February, was the result of a detailed 
nutritional survey carried out in March. It showed large numbers of children to 
be below the crucial 80 per cent weight-for-height indicator and observed that 
the nomadic populations of the two regions were suffering dangerously high 
livestock losses. The report concluded that: ‘The prospect of drought, destitu¬ 
tion and malnutrition-related deaths is imminent. . . The lesson of ignoring 
suggestive signs until widespread human starvation becomes camera fodder 
for the Western media should be too recent to be forgotten.’ 

WHO rejected all of Oxfam’s findings and said that the concluding 
comments in the report were ‘alarmist’. 

WHO, however, was not the only big aid organisation in Somalia to refuse to 
listen to warning voices. USAID-the world’s largest single source of food aid- 
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was equally deaf. At one meeting, staff of the Central Rangelands Develop¬ 
ment Project (a long-term programme that is in fact funded by USAID) made 
an attempt to describe to other donors the deteriorating situation in their 
catchment area and suggested there might be a case for emergency interven¬ 
tion. They were interrupted during their presentation by a senior USAID 
official. ‘You’re here to do development, not relief work,’ he is reported to ha ve 
said, ‘so shut up and mind your own business.’ 

USAID’s apparently determined role in discouraging responses from other 
donors and in stonewalling government requests for help was one of the most 
bizarre aspects of the drought - all the more so because of the agency’s 
enormous economic influence and political weight in Somalia. 

The first appeal on record from the government to USAID was made on 
7 February 1987 in a letter written by the Ministry of Livestock. The letter 
requested emergency assistance in the form of grains for supplementary 
feeding of livestock, grains for human consumption, medicines ‘for intestinal 
problems faced by local inhabitants’ and veterinary drugs ‘for control of lice 
and ticks currently causing problems to animals in poor condition’. 

USAID’s reply, which took ten days to draft, was a short note dated 17 
February requiring ‘quantification 0 f the needs in each 0 f the commodities you 
requested’. In this letter the agency emphasised that it would expect the 
government to meet the needs from its own stocks but added that the United 
States might be prepared to finance this operation. The financing would not 
take the form of new assistance but would come from ‘counterpart funds’ - i.e. 
revenues already earned by the government from the sale in local markets of 
previously delivered US food aid (such revenues are held in suspense accounts 
and can only be released with USAID’s written consent). 

In late February a second government letter was sent to USAID, this time 
from the Ministry of Finance, again drawing attention to the impending 
catastrophe in the Central Rangelands and again requesting emergency assist¬ 
ance. The reply, dated 2 March, reiterated the agency’s view that the govern¬ 
ment should propose a distribution plan for its own food stocks and that, 
subject to acceptance of this plan and cost estimates, USAID might release 
counterpart funds to cover the costs incurred. 

On 5 March the Ministry of the Interior wrote to USAID with a cost estimate 
and a detailed distribution plan for what were then the three worst-affected 
regions: Hiraan, Galgaduug and Mudug. This estimate, which, just two 
months later, looked conservative rather than alarmist, was based on the 
assumption that 880,000 people would be in need of emergency feeding for one 
month and that the immediate requirement was therefore 13,200 metric tons of 
sorghum. With ancillary items like dried skimmed milk and food oil, plus 
transportation and handling, the whole operation was costed at 75 million 
Somali shillings (about $750,000). 

USAID’s reply, sent ten days later, was a derisive rejection of the govern¬ 
ment’s estimates and costings. Far from 880,000 people in need, the agency 
insisted that the true number was between 25,000 and 30,000 and suggested 
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450 metric tons of sorghum would be quite sufficient to cover the requirements 
of such a small group for one month. The agency put the purchase and 
distribution costs of 450 metric tons of sorghum at 9.5 million Somali shillings 
(about $95,000) and offered to meet these costs out of counterpart funds 
subject to presentation by the government of an acceptable distribution plan. 

The Ministry of the Interior’s reply, sent by return, queried with some 
amazement USAID’s figure of just 25,000 to 30,000 affected people. The 
Ministry asked how it was possible to arrive at such a low estimate for three 
major regions in which 75 per cent of the population were seriously affected by 
drought. 

USAID did not reply to this query but, on 5 April, wrote again asking for a 
detailed distribution plan for 450 metric tons of sorghum. In the same letter the 
agency advised government of its understanding that the World Food Pro¬ 
gramme might be prepared to organise food-for-work schemes in the affected 
areas. With something of a ‘let them eat cake’ attitude, USAID concluded: ‘It 
would appear, with all due respect, with what has been pledged by various 
parties together with the government’s own resources, that the matter is well in 
hand.’ 

On 13 April the Ministry of the Interior wrote to express its shock at 
USAID’s hard-line approach. The letter went on to advise that the Ministry 
had withdrawn not 450 but 1,000 metric tons of sorghum from government 
stores for distribution in the affected regions and that, in addition, it had 
managed to obtain a donation of 600 metric tons of wheat from the Saudi 
Arabian Red Crescent Society, which was now also being distributed. The 
letter closed with a request that the agency clarify its own position vis-i-vis the 
drought emergency without further delay. 

USAID’s next letter, dated 15 April - two days later - had a unique 
Alice-in-Wonderland quality in that it yet again asked for a detailed distri¬ 
bution plan for 450 metric tons of sorghum. It also advised that, in the agency’s 
view, the nutritional status of the people of the Central Rangelands was serious 
but ‘not critical’ (by this time several hundred children had died of 
malnutrition-linked conditions). 

On 21 April, however, USAID wrote again, hastily releasing counterpart 
funds to cover the cost of the 1,000 metric tons of sorghum already distributed 
from government stores to famine victims. The tone of this last letter differed 
markedly from that of the earlier correspondence in that it praised the 
government’s distribution efforts and concluded that USAID was ‘proud to be 
able to support the government’s initiative’. 

I visited the drought-affected areas myself between 22 and 26 April 1987 and 
published an eyewitness account in a British national newspaper, The Indepen¬ 
dent, on 27 April. Travelling some 2,000 kilometres overland in the regions of 
Hiraan, Galgaduug and Mudug, I came repeatedly across appalling scenes of 
malnutrition, notably amongst children and the elderly. The carcasses of dead 
livestock were scattered everywhere across the rangelands and a famine 
migration of destitute nomads had begun, with families camped on the 
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outskirts of every settlement - frequently roofing their temporary shelters with 
the skins of their last camels. 

When I returned to Mogadishu I interviewed USAID’s country representa¬ 
tive and asked how it was that his agency had been so late to act. In essence, his 
reply was that the government had not made it clear to him how severe the 
drought was. Like other donors subsequently, he criticised Somalia for the 
delay in announcing an emergency. 

In the event, Somalia made a formal declaration of a state of emergency on 29 
April 1987. Appealing for international assistance, Interior Minister Ahmed 
Suleiman told assembled diplomats and aid agency chiefs that more than five 
mill ion people were affected by severe drought in twelve of the country’s 
regions, and that 600 had already died. He listed total livestock losses as 55 per 
cent of sheep and goats, 15 percent of camels and 35 per cent of cattle. Noting 
the extremely poor condition of the remaining herds and the large numbers of 
people already destitute, he said that relief feeding would be necessary for at 
least six months. Shortly afterwards USAID headquarters in Washington 
issued a statement supporting these findings and announced that it was holding 
emergency meetings and would be sending experts to Somalia to help the 
government assess its needs. 

Given the blatant hostility and scepticism on the part of USAID during 
February, March and April 1987, it is hardly surprising that the drastic step of 
declaring an emergency was not taken sooner by the government. The tone of 
the agency’s letters, and the scornful dismissal by the larger donors of Oxfam’s 
and UNICEF’s field reports, were taken as clear indicators of the kind of 
reception that an early emergency declaration would have received. As Interior 
Minister Ahmed Suleiman put it in an interview with me: ‘We had reason to 
believe that some of the donors thought we were just crying wolf.’ 

Even after the declaration of the emergency, the arrogance of the large donors 
and their apparent inability to absorb the realities of conditions in the Central 
Rangelands remained a crucial factor in shaping the international response 
that was mounted. Early in May the government estimated that, out of the five 
million people affected by drought, some 1.6 million were by then in urgent 
need of a full-scale relief operation. Donors rejected this estimate and count¬ 
ered it with a much lower figure of their own - 265,000 in urgent need of 
feeding. 

Regrettably the donors’ figure was not the product of careful field research. 
It was devised by six ‘information collecting teams’ which made a whistle-stop 
tour of regional and district capitals in the first two weeks of May, conducted 
interviews with local officials, and then did some highly suspect sums on the 
basis of these interviews. The teams rarely went far off the main road that runs 
through the Central Rangelands and made no effort to contact and interview 
nomadic groups, let alone conduct nutritional surveys amongst them. 

Half -baked though it was, however, this inf ormation-collecting exercise was 
the baseline for the distribution of 3,400 tonnes of grain that was started in 
May under the auspices of the World Food Programme. The first half of the 
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distribution, according to the Ministry of the Interior in Mogadishu, ‘created a 
lot of conf usion and unrest. The distribution was not even. Some villages in the 
affected areas received assistance while others were denied.’ In addition there 
was a dispute over the transportation costs, which - in slavish accordance with 
normal operating practices - were only met partly by WFP. As a result, the 
second half of the distribution scheduled for early June 1987 was postponed by 
the Somali government pending agreement on a more sensible distribution 
plan and agreement also on who would pay for the balance of the fuel costs. 
Meanwhile, Somalia went ahead as best it could with distribution of bilateral 
donations of wheat and other commodities from friendly Third World 
countries like India and Kenya. 

I visited the Central Rangelands for a second time during June in order to 
make a television documentary for Britain's Channel 4 .1 was horrified to find 
that the already bad nutritional status of the people had deteriorated dramati¬ 
cally since my earlier visit and that the only food available for them to eat was 
Indian wheat being distributed by the Somali government. The famine 
migration that I had seen beginning in April had become a mass movement of 
the population into ad-hoc squatter camps with no sanitation and with 
inadequate shelter. Although the delayed spring rains had by then begun to fall 
they had come too late to save the nomads’ livestock herds, all of which had 
already perished. Neither were the rains of any comfort to the famine victims; 
the net effect was to add cold and damp to their chronicle of misfortunes and to 
spread deadly water-borne diseases amongst them. Our cameras recorded a 
high incidence of severe marasmus in infants. 

The hospital in Galkaio, regional capital of Mudug, was swamped with 
terminal cases. Many children were suffering from catastrophic diarrhoea 
brought on by drinking polluted water; others had pneumonia - a common 
complication of malnutrition, now exacerbated by the rains. No injectible 
antibiotics were available in the hospital and medical staff could only stand by 
hopelessly. WHO, which has a responsibility for primary health care in 
Mudug, had sent no appropriate drugs to the regional medical officer. 

By this time Western donors in Mogadishu had set up a structure to improve 
co-ordination of the aid effort. This structure was known as the Drought 
Action Committee and counted amongst its members the British Ambassador 
(representing the Overseas Development Administration), USAID’s country 
representative, and staff members from Oxfam, UNICEF, WHO, FAO and 
several other agencies. The Chairman was a senior official who was given a 
central role in decision-making on behalf of the entire group. In his well- 
pressed blue shirts, and sporting a handlebar moustache, the individual 
concerned reminded me strongly of the classic image of the gung-ho RAF 
officer about to take to the skies in his Spitfire to repel the Hun during the 
Battle of Britain. Neither was this image inapposite since he seemed to 
interpret his role in the Somali capital as an adversarial one vis-ik vis the Somali 
government. He told me frankly that, in his view, Somali officials were ‘trying 
to use the drought to extract the maximum amount of aid from us’, and he 
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made it clear that he did not intend to let them get away with this vicious 
subterfuge. ‘We’re all bloody tired of their constant demands for more,’ he 
confided. 

While his desire to defend the Western purse from the piratical depredations 
of avaricious Somalis was something that I could understand - although not 
approve of -1 was surprised to learn on my return from the Central Rangelands 
in June that he had not been to the drought-affected areas at all during the whole of 
1987. This seemed to be a strange oversight for the Chairman of the Drought 
Action Committee. It was an oversight that enabled him to persist stubbornly 
in the belief that the country was confronting only a short-term and minor 
problem that could be solved with a few thousand tons of food. A factor that 
added to this conviction was the onset of the rains, which had been particularly 
heavy in Mogadishu. Out jogging one morning during a torrential downpour 
he reportedly pointed to the skies and told another aid agency official: ‘Well, 
that’s the end of the drought, then.’ If that was indeed his view, then it is 
possible that he did not realise the extent to which the rains had made things 
worse, rather than better, in the far-off Rangelands. 

I and my camera crew brought him up to date on the situation there by 
showing him the raw footage of our film, after which a number of further 
information-collecting missions were hastily dispatched to the field. A long- 
delayed nutritional survey begun at the same time was abandoned as pointless 
after only a few days since it was evident that almost everyone was mal¬ 
nourished and that there was no longer any point in waiting for statistical 
evidence of this manifestly obvious fact before deciding what action to take. 
Many children died needlessly before medical and feeding teams could reach 
them. 

I have cited this example of delayed and inadequate donor response to 
Somalia’s 1987 emergency at length because it provides a detailed illustration 
of the ways in which expatriate aid workers have the power to make arbitrary 
decisions that may mean the difference between life and death for thousands of 
poor people. They cannot be relied upon to make the right decisions; through¬ 
out the Third World they frequently make the wrong decisions. The ‘humani¬ 
tarian’ character of their mission encourages them to avoid examining the 
efficiency of their own work methods and leads them to resent those who 
question their generosity. Many of them (USAID and United Nations em¬ 
ployees) enjoy diplomatic status. Most live in privileged circumstances with 
salaries and a quality of accommodation that are unimaginably lavish by local 
standards. They have vast resources at their disposal - to bestow or withhold 
during an emergency as they see fit. All these factors conspire to render them 
liable to a deadly kind of folie de grandeur. 

DfijA Vu 

It is a folly that persists through time and that, again and again, causes the 
international system of humanitarian relief to fail in its essential mission. The 
same thing happened in Ethiopia in 1983 and early 1984; although the writing 
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was on the wall for a famine that television reporter Michael Buerk was later to 
describe as being of‘biblical proportions’, the aid agencies missed, ignored or 
downplayed the warning signs and only lumbered ponderously into action 
when tens of thousands had already died. 91 The Ethiopian government was 
subsequently widely accused of failing to alert donors to the impending 
disaster. The truth, however, was that it had done so, repeatedly; the problem 
lay with the agencies themselves, which simply refused to listen. Seven months 
before Buerk issued his emotional televised appeal from the devastated area 
outside Korem, Dawit Wolde-Giorgis, then Ethiopia’s Chief Commissioner 
for Relief and Rehabilitation, told assembled aid agency chiefs: ‘Ethiopia is 
facing a potential disaster of considerable magnitude in which, this year, 
around one-fifth of the country’s population will need assistance in some form 
or another. If those affected do not receive relief assistance, the consequences 
will be frightening.’ He backed this statement up with a detailed statistical 
account of the numbers of people in desperate need (‘1,790,000 out of 
2,500,000 inWollo; 1,300,000 out of 2,400,000 in Tigre’). Damningly, as one 
confidential internal report produced by Oxfam puts it: ‘Virtually no one, 
including Oxfam, took the request very seriously.’ 92 They only began to give it 
credence after the intervention of television; the cost of the delay, as is now 
only too well known, was the needless loss of more than a million Ethiopian 
lives. 

Plus ga change. The devastating famine that killed millions in the West 
African Sahel during 1972-3 had been signalled since 1967 by clear warning 
signs which, though unmistakable indicators of what was to come, were 
ignored by aid agency staff on the spot. 93 Explaining this failure to anticipate 
the crisis a senior American official observed delicately: ‘It sneaked up on us 
over a five-year period.’ 94 Once again it was the mass media that exposed the 
disaster and that asked the painful questions which eventually forced the relief 
mechanism into action. 

‘What tends to happen is that nothing happens,’ says Dr John Seaman, a 
senior medical officer with Save the Children Fund, ‘the donors tend not to 
believe what is going on. They need to see people dropping in their tracks 
before they will act. ,95 It seems inevitable that this should be so when, at every 
level in the structure of almost all our most important aid-giving organisations, 
we have installed a tribe of highly paid men and women who are irredeemably 
out of touch with the day-to-day realities of the global state of poverty and 
underdevelopment which they are supposed to be working to alleviate. These 
over-compensated aid bureaucrats demand - and get - a standard of living 
often far better than that which they could aspire to if they were working, for 
example, in industry or commerce in their home countries. At the same time, 
however, their achievements and performance are in no way subjected to the 
same exacting and competitive processes of evaluation that are considered 
normal in business. Precisely because their professional field is ‘humanitarian- 
ism’ rather than, say, ‘sales’, or ‘production’ or ‘engineering’, they are rarely 
required to demonstrate and validate their worth in quantitative, measurable 
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ways. Surrounding themselves with the mystifying jargon of their trade, these 
lords of poverty are the druids of the modem era wielding enormous power that 
is accountable to no one. 
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PART TWO 


Development 

Incorporated 


For every problem there is a solution that is simple, direct 
and wrong. 

H. L. Menken 




O ne warm September evening I flew into Washington, DC, to investigate 
the problem of poverty. I’d been in Ethiopia the week before and in 
the Philippines and Pakistan before that; it did not, however, seem to me in the 
least bit paradoxical that I should now be visiting the federal capital of the 
richest nation on earth in order to learn more. I had come simply to attend 
the joint annual meeting of the Boards of Governors of the World Bank and the 
International Monetary Fund - two institutions that play a central role in 
mobilising and disbursing funds for impoverished developing countries. 

I spent the night in the pleasant home of friends who both work in the aid 
business - she’s a consultant, he’s employed by the Agency for International 
Development - then, next morning, I went along to finalise my accreditation as 
an observer at the meeting. Strolling down the sunny side of 19th Street 
admiring the rows of stretch limos drawn up outside the headquarters build¬ 
ings of the Bank and the Fund, I bumped into an aid official I have known for 
some years. She regarded my jeans and short-sleeved shirt with a disparaging 
eye. ‘You can’t go around looking like that,’ she said finally, ‘nobody will talk 
to you.’ 

She was right - as I would myself ha ve realised earlier if I had not still been so 
jet-lagged. There were quite a few delegates milling about and they were all 
dressed in dark suits and shiny shoes, white shirts and silk ties. Feeling 
suddenly as out of place as a peasant-farmer in the stock exchange, I got my 
laminated photo-identification pass issued as quickly as I could and hurried off 
to smarten up my act. 

Going for the International Champagnes 

The Bank-Fund annual meeting is a rallying point for everybody who is 
anybody in the poverty business: for aid donors and aid recipients, for private 
Western financiers who have lent money on commercial terms to Third World 
nations, for academics and researchers, for UN bureaucrats, for company 
directors, for experts, for onlookers and for fellow travellers of all kinds. It is an 
important forum for the discussion of development issues but it is also a sort of 
trade fair of international creditors and debtors. It is a serious professional 
get-together but it is also a social event with its own unique hierarchies and 
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rituals. VIPs normally scattered to the four comers of the world and shielded 
from visitors by ramparts of fawning retainers are, for this brief period, 
gathered together in one place, wined, dined and rendered accessible. Over 
mountainous piles of beautifully prepared food, huge volumes of business get 
done; meanwhile staggering displays of dominance and ostentation get 
smoothly blended with empty and meaningless rhetoric about the predicament 
of the poor. 

Barber Conable, the former US Congressman who became President of the 
Bank in 1986, was in full oratorical flow at the meeting I attended. Balding and 
bespectacled, he took the podium to say this: 

Our institution is mighty in resources and in experience but its labours 
will count for nothing if it cannot look at our world through the eyes of 
the most underprivileged, if we cannot share their hopes and their fears. 
We are here to serve their needs, to help them realise their strength, their 
potential, their aspirations . . . Collective action against global poverty 
is the common purpose that brings us together today. Let us therefore 
re-dedicate ourselves to the pursuit of that great good. 1 

The 10,000 men and women attending the conference looked extraordi¬ 
narily unlikely to achieve this noble objective; when not yawning or asleep at 
the plenary sessions they were to be found enjoying a series of cocktail parties, 
lunches, afternoon teas, dinners and midnight snacks lavish enough to surfeit 
the greediest gourmand. The total cost of the 700 social events laid on for 
delegates during that single week was estimated at $10 million 2 - a sum of 
money that might, perhaps, have better ‘served the needs’ of the poor if it had 
been spent in some other way. Xeropthalmia, for instance, a disease caused by 
vitamin A deficiency, blinds 500,000 African and Asian children every year 
and permanently impairs the sight of millions of others. With $10 million it 
would be possible to provide a full year’s supply of vitamin A tablets to 47 
million children at risk in the developing countries, thus undoubtedly helping 
them ‘to realise their potential’. 3 

Such calculations, however, seemed f ar from the minds of the glittering and 
well-heeled people gathered by the Bank and the Fund to review the problems 
of world development. They clearly had no objection to the small fortune that 
was being spent on pampering their own stomachs. ‘They’ve booked up the 
whole city,’ commented William Holman of Design Cuisine Inc. 

Ridgewells, a well-known Washington catering company, prepared twenty- 
nine parties in one day alone, according to executive Jeff Ellis who added: ‘This 
year the hosts want more expensive menus, and they’re inviting 30 per cent 
more people. No one is stinting- but, then, they never have.’ A single formal 
dinner catered by Ridgewells cost $200 per person. Guests began with crab 
cakes, caviare and crime fraiche, smoked salmon and mini beef Wellingtons. 
The fish course was lobster with com rounds followed by citrus sorbet. The 
entree was duck with lime sauce, served with artichoke bottoms filled with baby 
carrots. A hearts of palm salad was also offered accompanied by sage cheese 
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souffles with a port wine dressing. Dessert was a German chocolate turnip 
sauced with raspberry coulis, ice-cream bonbons and flaming coffee royale. 

The Shoreham Hotel estimated its revenue from the ninety-six parties held 
there during the conference at $i million. According to Harriet Schwartz, a 
partner at caterers Washington Inc., ‘The Taste of America’ party laid on by 
her company at the Shoreham was designed as a Cook’s tour of the best in US 
cuisine, specially planned to enthral foreign guests. More than i ,500 delegates 
attended an equally st unnin g event at the Foundry, hosted by the World Bank. 
On offer were thirty different foods, ranging from gravadlax to steak tartare to 
jambalaya. ‘The name of the game now is catering to people who go for 
high-quality imported wines,’ commented Herb Rothberg, general manager at 
Central Liquor. ‘The IMF has been coming in here, doing a lot of entertaining, 
and they’re going for the international champagnes.’ 

Appropriately, the conference itself was not held in some dour auditorium 
but, rather, in a first-class international hotel - the sumptuous and exclusive 
Sheraton-Washington. Here 550 guest rooms had been converted into tempor¬ 
ary offices, eleven miles of special telephone lines installed, a twenty-four-hour 
print shop opened and 54,000 watts of floodlights added at IMF and World 
Bank behest. Mary Noel Walker, the hotel’s Director of Public Relations, 
admitted that she had no idea what the floodlights were for. ‘It’s their house 
during this time,’ she said with a shrug. Indeed, the Sheraton, which has 
served as the principal venue for the conference since the 1940s, is so much 
‘their’ house that when its new extension was planned in the late 1970s the 
Fund and the Bank were consulted for suggestions, and phone installations 
were designed to their specifications. 

The mammoth hotel, however, is plainly no longer big enough to cope with 
the expanding needs of conference delegates. At peak hours it is even difficult 
to get into a lift. Waiting in the lobby to go up to the sixth floor for a meeting 
with Dr Chedly Ayari, President of the Arab Bank for Economic Development 
in Africa, I found myself in a jostling queue of more than twenty distinguished 
but evidently irritated people. Amongst them, in a charcoal-grey suit, was 
Nigel Lawson, Britain’s Chancellor of the Exchequer - a man not used to being 
kept waiting. 

I was not able to establish where Lawson was heading, but when I reached 
my own destination I quickly got into another queue - this one consisting 
exclusively of African Ministers of Finance. All were from countries that have 
benefited from the $ 1 billion-plus of development loans that the Arab Bank has 
provided on soft terms to the world’s poorest continent since 1974, all were 
impeccably attired (Gucci shoes and Louis Vuitton attache cases much in 
evidence), and all were waiting either to explain to Ayari why exactly it was that 
they were not yet in a position to meet interest payments then due, or else to 
proposition him for yet more money. 

Looking at the kinds of car delegates were going around in I could 
understand why they might need to get their hands on some extra cash. At 
times the queue of costly gas-guzzling limousines occupied the full length of 
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the driveway of the Sheraton-Washington, extended into Woodley Road and 
ran on from there into Connecticut Avenue. Indeed, the congestion was so 
severe that delegates were frequently to be seen leaving their vehicles in 
exasperation and sprinting towards the hotel, hot and sweaty in their pin-stripe 
business suits, photo-cards flapping against theirelegant lapels. ‘A good driver 
wouldn’t let his client walk two feet,’ said one chauffeur in despair. 

Despite such aggravation, however, Washington limousine companies were 
doing a roaring trade. John Goldberg, the general manager of Dav-El Livery, 
said that bookings outnumbered the available cars in his fleet by a factor of 
three to one; he’d had to bring in more cars from New York to make up the 
difference. ‘Incredibly long hours, seven-days-a-week working,’ said Embassy 
Limousine manager Steve Murphy, who was renting out his plush vehicles at 
$44 an hour with a ten-hour minimum. ‘You have to scramble a lot. It’s a 
combination of playing chess and poker at the same time.’ According to Sean 
Surla, another chauffeur, the IMF-World Bank conference ranks second only 
to presidential inaugurations when it comes to limo-mania. ‘They pour a lot of 
money into this,’ he said. ‘They each have to have their own car.’ 

A movable feast, the Bank-Fund meeting takes place every third year in a 
developing country. Back in 1985, when I was first starting to research this 
book, the venue was the Hilton International in Seoul, capital city of South 
Korea. In order to make space for a parking lot big enough to acco mm odate the 
fleet of limos used by delegates, the Korean government helpfully razed to 
the ground the poverty-ridden red-light district adjacent to the hotel - 
demolishing a total of 128 buildings. 4 

A little later that same year, with the meeting in Seoul over, members of the 
development set gathered in North America once again, this time in New York 
City where, I recall, the streets were jammed solid for several days by 
slow-moving processions of huge motor cars. The situation got so bad that the 
Times coined a phrase for it - ‘limo lock’ - which summed things up pretty 
neatly. You could barely move anywhere in any direction without coming 
across a line of monster machines with smoked-glass windscreens and strange 
boomerang-shaped antennae on their boots. Why? Because the United 
Nations was celebrating its fortieth anniversary and because thousands of 
delegates were suffering from the ‘my car is bigger than yours’ syndrome. 

Thus, like Siamese twins joined at the hip, aid bureaucrats and their 
limousines are never far apart. Indeed, pomp and ceremony of just about every 
possible kind, gourmet dinners, and five-star hotels are integral components of 
the day-to-day existence of those employed by international organisations to 
solve the problems of global poverty. Whether they are from the United 
Nations Development Programme, or from the World Bank, few of the 
officials concerned see their costly addiction to the trappings of status and 
wealth as indications of deeply ingrained hypocrisy; rather, they take their 
privileged lifestyles for granted as inalienable rights, as self-evidently legiti¬ 
mate rewards for the ‘great sacrifices’ that they somehow believe they are 
making. 
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Unsurprisingly, these same pampered and over-paid bureaucrats have 
organised things so that they can continue to prosper even if they are fired: 
redundancy payments at the World Bank, for example, average a quarter of a 
mill ion dollars per person. When Barber Conable took over as President in 
1986 he vowed that he was a new broom who was going to sweep clean. Out of 
the institution’s total staff of more than 6,000, some 700 executives lost their 
jobs in the year that followed; the money spent on this exercise, $175 million, 5 
would have been enough to pay for a complete elementary school education for 
63,000 children from poor families in Latin America or in Africa. 6 

The Development Industry 

‘The Bank’s reorganisation is now completed,’ Conable reassured his literate 
and well-fed audience at the annual meeting in September 1987. ‘Looking 
ahead, I am confident that we have greatly improved our institutional ability to 
provide sensitive, effective and timely support to each of our borrowers and to 
offer intellectual leadership in the understanding of development.’ 7 

In order to make such a claim, Conable must have a fairly clear idea of what 
‘development’ actually is. This certainly seems to be the case when he identifies 
measures ‘to promote economic growth’ and ‘combat poverty’ as the 
‘fundamental tasks of world development’, and when he goes on to describe the 
institution that he heads as the ‘world’s principal development agency’. 8 

But what exactly does he mean? A housing project, after all, is a ‘develop¬ 
ment’, as is any new event that changes a current situation. The logical 
sequence of a thought can be described as ‘development’ but, then, so can the 
awakening of a child’s mind or the budding of a teenager’s breasts. 

Dictionary definitions of this much-used, much-abused word vary; in one 
way or another, however, all incorporate ideas of growth - as in ‘well-grown 
state’, ‘stage of advancement’, ‘the process of making fuller or bigger’. Collins 
English Dictionary, in a column which also defines ‘deviant’ and ‘devilish’, tells 
us that ‘development’ is the ‘act or process of growing, progressing or 
developing’. Something that is ‘developmental’, according to the Concise 
Oxford Dictionary, is something that is ‘incidental to growth’ or ‘evolutionary’ 
in its rflle. The verb ‘to develop’ involves inevitable notions of making 
progress, of effecting a transformation from a primitive to a more elaborate 
form. 

Applied to countries, the basic concept of development does not change. 
‘Underdeveloped countries’ must in some sense be stunted and backward; 
‘developed countries’, by contrast, are fully grown and advanced. Once you 
start using such language, you cannot avoid the value judgements that the 
words contain. Obviously it is better to be developed than to be under¬ 
developed. It would be crazy to suggest anything else. Can you imagine anyone 
preferring to be backward when they could be advanced, stunted when they 
could be fully grown? Of course not. 

On the foundations of this kind of logic a giant international industry has 
been built. It is a fantastically complex, diversified and devolved industry, of 
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which Mr Conable’s Bank is just a single - though important - component 
part. Financed largely by the official aid of rich countries, mandated to 
promote ‘development’ in the poor ones, it is an industry that employs 
hundreds of thousands of people around the world to fulfil a broad range of 
economic and humanitarian objectives. The W all Street Journal once described 
it as ‘the largest bureaucracy in history devoted to international good deeds’. 9 1 
prefer to think of it as Development Incorporated. 

Disaster relief, documented in Pan One, is only a small aspect of the overall 
work in which Development Inc. is involved. Food, for example, would seem 
to be the pre-eminent ‘disaster commodity’ but only io per cent of all food aid 
is used for disaster relief and feeding refugees. 10 Excluding these food 
shipments, barely i per cent of all the money spent on aid each year is earmarked 
for emergencies; 11 the rest is ploughed into long-term projects and pro¬ 
grammes in the Third World intended, as the UN Charter puts it, to create 
‘social progress and better standards of life in larger freedom ... to employ 
international machinery for the promotion of the economic and social advance¬ 
ment of all peoples’. 12 

Thus, in every poor country where a huge public infrastructure scheme is 
under way - a dam, a trunk road ora power-station for example- Development 
Incorporated is likely to be involved. Sanitation, water and sewerage works, 
ports and airports, trains and boats and planes, crop spraying, irrigation, rural 
health centres, the construction of classrooms, the construction of hotels, 
mining, prospecting, range management, livestock centres, cement factories, 
resettlement schemes, family planning programmes, rural literacy pro¬ 
grammes, the provision of seeds, the provision of experts, debt relief, balance- 
of-payments support, technical co-operation, building railways, building 
bridges, institutional reforms, national planning, the construction of hospi¬ 
tals, the drilling of wells, teaching foreign languages, eradicating tsetse flies, 
expanding fisheries - in one way or another Development Inc. plays a role in all 
of these things, and in many many more besides. 

The poorer the country they take place in the more likely it is that all or most 
of these activities will be paid for by ‘Official Development Assistance’ - ODA 
for short - a concept that excludes finance provided by private voluntary 
organisations like Oxfam. ODA is public money, raised by taxation and 
disbursed by official agencies, including state or local governments. To be 
classified as ODA a transfer of resources (whether in cash, in kind, or in the 
form of expertise) must also meet the following tests: (a) it must be adminis¬ 
tered ‘with the promotion of the economic development and welfare of 
developing countries as its main objective’; and (b) it must be ‘concessional in 
character’, containing ‘a grant element of at least 25 per cent’. 13 

Thus, loans to Third World countries can only qualify as ODA if they are 
made on ‘soft’ (concessional) terms; loans to which commercial or near- 
commercial rates of interest apply are not aid. Likewise, any kind of military 
assistance, concessional or otherwise, is automatically excluded by the ODA 
definition, since such assistance obviously has nothing to do with the promo- 


42 



Development Incorporated 

lion of economic development. Humanitarian assistance provided by official 
agencies, however, and emergency relief (including food aid) - although 
not strictly ‘developmental’ in purpose - are included in all calculations of 
ODA. 

Official aid-flows that meet all the above criteria now tend to vary between 
$45 billion and $60 billion a year. Some rich countries make very large 
individual contributions to this total, others give much less. In 1986, for 
example, world ODA stood at $46 billion; out of this, roughly $37 billion came 
from eighteen ‘Western’ industrialised nations. The breakdown was as fol¬ 
lows: United States ($9,784 billion); Japan ($5,634 billion); France ($5,136 
billion); Federal Republic of Germany ($3,879 billion); Italy ($2,423 billion); 
Netherlands ($1,738 billion); United Kingdom ($1,750 billion); Canada 
($1,700 billion); Sweden ($1,090 billion); Norway ($796 million); Australia 
($787 million); Denmark ($695 million); Belgium ($542 million); Switzerland 
($429 million); Finland ($313 million); Austria ($197 million); New Zealand 
($66 million); and Ireland ($62 million). In the same year, the Soviet Union 
provided $3.8 billion of ODA and oil-rich member states of the Organisation of 
Petroleum Exporting Countries provided $4.5 billion. 14 

It is extremely difficult to get these kinds of figure with their endless strings 
and columns of zeros, their commas and their decimal points, into any kind of 
useful perspective. Comparisons between ODA and other forms of spending 
help, however. 

The USA and the Soviet Union together spend $1.5 billion every day on 
‘defence* - in other words the total annual value of world aid is equivalent to 
roughly one month’s military expenditure by these two countries. Fifty MX 
‘Peacekeeper’ missiles cost $4.54 billion - more than the ODA of the Federal 
Republic of Germany. Research on ‘Star Wars’ in fiscal 1988 cost $3.9 billion; 
for this amount - which is more than the ODA of Canada and the UK 
combined-you can alsobuyone Nimitz-class aircraft-carrier. A singleTrident 
submarine, at just less than $1.5 billion, is worth as much as the combined aid 
programmes of Australia and Denmark. 15 Since 1962 the USA has spent 
almost $300 million on training dolphins for military purposes 16 - more than 
the annual aid budgets of Austria and New Zealand combined. In 1988 Britain 
spent about fourteen times more on defence than it did on aid. 17 

British women, meanwhile, spend roughly $480 million every year on 
fragrance and skin-care products 18 - more than Switzerland spends on aid. 
The booming international market for duty-free goods at airport, ship and 
in-flight sales outlets is now worth $5.5 billion per annum 19 - more than 
France spends on aid. Americans spend $22 billion a year on cigarettes 20 - 
more than is spent on aid by the three largest Western donors combined. 
Worldwide, consumers spend $35 billion a year on personal computers 21 - 
more than is spent on aid by the ten largest Western donors combined. 

The United States has an estimated 832,500 millionaire families; 22 if their 
average net wealth were just $1 million each, then they would be worth 
collectively approximately eighteen times as much as entire world ODA. In 
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fact average net wealth in this group is vastly more than $i million. There are 
now twenty-six billionaires in the USA and there are 400 individuals whose 
wealth exceeds $180 million each. 23 Michael David Weill of the US company 
Lazard Fr&res earns an annual salary roughly equivalent to the combined value 
of the aid budgets of Ireland and New Zealand. 24 Meanwhile, the $10 billion 
disbursed each year under the US foreign aid programme represents rather less 
than half of the net wealth of the world’s richest man: Yoshiaki Tsutsumi, 
Chief Executive of the Seibu Group, a Japanese property and railway 
company. 25 

Sweden spends just over $1 billion per annum on aid; it costs almost exactly 
the same amount of money to run the New York City Police Department. 25 
The administration of the city of Hamburg in the Federal Republic of 
Germany costs $840 million a year 27 - more than Norway’s annual ODA. 
Metropolitan Tokyo spends about $650 million a year running its fire 
department 28 - more than Belgium’s ODA. The EEC spends $20 billion per 
annum just to store surplus f ood produced by European farmers 29 - more than 
the combined ODA of all the member states of the Community. 

A conventional measure, used in all official aid statistics, is to express ODA 
as a percentage of the Gross National Product (GNP) of each donor country. 30 
In order to encourage generosity, the United Nations General Assembly has 
established targets in this respect. 

As early as i960, for example, that august body adopted a resolution which 
expressed the hope that ‘the flow of international assistance and capital should 
be increased substantially so as to reach as soon as possible approximately 1 per 
cent of the combined national incomes of the economically advanced 
countries’. 31 

By 1967 the idea had been 10 some extent redefined and the sights lowered; a t 
the second United Nations Conference on Trade and Development which took 
place in that year the figure of 0.75 per cent of GNP to be given in official 
development assistance was widely accepted. 32 

Then, in 1970, the General Assembly adopted a Strategy for the Second UN 
Development Decade which stated: ‘Each economically advanced country will 
progressively increase its official development assistance to the developing 
countries and will exert its best efforts to reach a minimum net amount of 0.7 
per cent of its Gross National Product at market prices by the middle of the 
decade’-i.e. by 1975. 33 
More recently, in 1980, the Assembly resolved: 

A rapid and substantial increase will be made in official development 
assistance by all developed countries, with a view to reaching and, where 
possible, surpassing the agreed international target of 0.7 per cent of the 
Gross National Product of developed countries. To this end, developed 
countries which have not yet reached the target should exert their best 
efforts to reach it by 198 5, and in any case not later than the second half of 
the decade. 34 
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In the event, only a few industrialised countries did manage to achieve the 
target by the mid-1980s. Top of the league in 1986 was Norway, with 1.20 per 
cent of GNP. Next came the Netherlands with 1 per cent exactly, then 
Denmark (0.89 per cent), Sweden (0.88 per cent) and France (0.72 per cent). 
Britain, on the other hand, had only achieved 0.33 per cent (a figure that fell to 
0.28 per cent in 1987) and the United States of America, the richest country in 
the world, was near the bottom of the league with 0.23 per cent; only Austria 
gave a lower proportion - 0.21 per cent of its GNP. Ireland, Italy, New 
Zealand, Belgium, Australia, Finland, West Germany, Japan, Canada, and 
Switzerland were all also well beneath the 0.7 per cent horizon. 35 

In many respects, therefore, aid looks like quite an insignificant part of the 
international economic order. Viewed from other perspectives, however, it 
appears much more formidable. If Development Incorporated were an indus¬ 
trial company, for example, then it would have to be ranked amongst the 
largest and most powerful multinationals in the world. With roughly $60 
billion to play with every year, it is a great deal bigger than, say, Standard Oil of 
California, IBM or Unilever, and vastly bigger than BASF, Bayer, Siemens, 
Phillips, Nestle, Hitachi or Volkswagen. 35 Furthermore, unlike all these 
entities, Development Inc. has a licence to spend every cent of its revenues in 
pursuit of its mission. No profits need be set aside, no dividends paid out to 
shareholders. This is a business that cannot go bankrupt because, like the 
legendary Horn of Plenty, its resources are constantly replenished, topped up, 
restored. 

Despite the growing contribution of the Soviet Union, and the relatively 
large amount of ODA provided by OPEC member states, this replenishing, 
topping-up and restoring is still done, overwhelmingly, by citizens in the 
‘Western’ bloc of industrialised countries: for every $ 100 of tax revenue raised 
for public spending by our governments about $ 1, on average, is allocated each 
year as Official Development Assistance. 37 This money is then handed over to 
the bureaucrats who staff the various governmental organisations that we have 
established to disburse our aid. 

Ministries and Agencies 

Examples include Britain’s Overseas Development Administration and the US 
Agency for International Development, Australia’s Development Assistance 
Bureau, Belgium’s Administration for Development Co-operation, France’s 
Ministry of Development Co-operation, Norway’s Agency for International 
Development, the Danish International Development Agency, FINN IDA 
of Finland, CIDA of Canada, the German Development Corporation, the 
Swedish International Development Authority, the Swiss Development 
Corporation, and so on. Altogether, as noted earlier, there are eighteen 
Western nations which are prominent aid-givers. All eighteen have seats on the 
Development Assistance Committee of the OECD - a kind of donor ‘club’ - 
and all eighteen have established their own self-contained aid bureaucracies. 

Sometimes these are departments within the Foreign Ministry - US AID and 
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Britain’s Overseas Development Administration, for instance; sometimes 
they are fully fledged ministries in their own right - this is the case in the 
Netherlands and in France; sometimes - as in Denmark and Sweden - they 
are semi-autonomous government corporations. In all cases, however, they are 
bureaucracies and usually fairly large ones. Even the Overseas Development 
Administration in Britain, a lightweight by comparison with its US or French 
counterparts, has more than i ,500 permanent employees on its payroll includ¬ 
ing administrators, economists, professional advisers and scientists. In com¬ 
mon with other aid organisations it also has a revolving group of field staff 
working on development projects that it has financed overseas: 339 ‘experts’ 
and ‘managers’ in Zambia alone, for example. Many of these people are not 
classified as ‘permanent’ but are hired instead under two- or three-year 
contracts. 38 

Governmental aid organisations spend rather more than half of the money 
that they receive from tax-payers in their respective countries on direct, 
‘bilateral’ assistance to developing nations - giving priority to those with which 
they have historical links or which are important to them for other reasons. In 
the case of Britain, the share of bilateral aid has varied in recent years between 
57 and 63 per cent of the total; India and Kenya, both former colonies, have 
consistently been amongst the principal beneficiaries. 39 In the case of Italy 
bilateral aid is approximately 60 per cent of the total 40 and Somalia and 
Ethiopia are favoured recipients. The percentages allocated to bilateral 
development assistance are similar for most other donors, as are the ways in 
which they prioritise recipients; the United States, for example, gives special 
consideration to the Philippines where it has several military bases, and to 
Egypt, which it sees as a conservative bastion against the spread of communism 
from neighbouring Libya. 

The 40 per cent or so of official development assistance that remains after, 
bilateral allocations have been subtracted is channelled through ‘multilateral’ 
development organisations which, in theory at least, give help where it is most 
needed rather than on grounds of political expediency. 

The EEC 

Headquartered in Brussels, the European Economic Community is an import¬ 
ant conduit for multilateral aid although, since it represents the particular 
interests of a regional lobby, it is probably better described as a multinurionu/ 
entity. Its development assistance programme - which benefits sixty-six 
countries in Africa, the Caribbean and the Pacific as well as a growing number 
in Asia and Latin America - is financed by contributions from European 
member states. To give an illustration, Britain each year passes almost half of 
all its multilateral aid through the medium of the EEC; in 1986 the figure 
involved was £223 million. 41 

The European Development Fund (which received £79 million of the 
British contribution in 1986) is one of the Community’s principal instruments 
for financial and technical assistance. Its aid, worth about $1 billion per 
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annum, takes the form both of outright grants and of long-term ‘soft’ loans 
(typically over forty years with interest at around i per cent or less). Agricul¬ 
tural and agro-industrial projects are favoured for financing but the EDF also 
provides emergency aid from time to time and gives some assistance aimed at 
stabilising poor countries’ export earnings. Further concessional assistance 
worth about $i .2 billion per annum is provided to developing countries under 
Title 9 of the EEC’s annual budget. About half of these funds are made 
available in the form of cash grants; the balance is food aid which is handled by 
two key departments: the Directorate General for Development (DG8) and the 
Directorate General for Agriculture (DG6). Britain’s contribution to the EEC 
food aid programme in 1986 was £59 million. Finally, the Community operates 
the European Investment Bank which provides finance on near-commercial 
terms to several developing countries. 42 

The United Nations Family 

EEC institutions are on the borderline between bilateralism and multilateral¬ 
ism. A large number of genuinely multilateral development agencies, how¬ 
ever, belong to the United Nations system. The world body now has some 160 
independent member states and all of them, according to their means, 
contribute to its funding. Approximately $70,000 per annum comes from each 
of the seventy-eight poorest countries, while some of their richer neighbours 
give hundreds of millions of dollars. The result, in a typical year, is that the UN 
obtains 30 per cent of its money from just three wealthy nations - the US A, the 
Federal Republic of Germany, and Japan - and 80 per cent from just 
twenty-seven countries. 41 

Total funding now runs at around $6 billion a year; of this about one-third 
comes in as mandatory contributions ‘assessed’ against member states; the 
balance is made up of voluntary contributions which vary from year to year 
depending on the political mood in the donor countries and on the size of the 
cake available in national aid budgets. 44 Well over half of all the money spent 
by the UN qualifies direcdy as Official Development Assistance and almost all 
the rest - more than 90 per cent - is ‘development-related’ under the category 
of ‘economic, social and humanitarian activities’. 45 

UN agencies which receive and spend OD A fulfil a wide variety of different 
functions. 

The United Nations Development Programme, for example, headquartered 
in New York, describes itself modestly as ‘the world’s largest development 
service network ... It provides a greater variety of services to more people in 
more countries and in more sectors than any other development institution. . . 
It is also the central funding and co-ordinating mechanism for technical 
co-operation by the entire UN development system.’ 46 Its ‘capacity-building 
ventures designed to enhance a country’s abilities to plan and manage its own 
development’ include: ‘groundwater and mineral exploration . . . computer 
technology and satellite communication. . . seed production and rural exten¬ 
sion services . . . industrial training, research and feasibility studies’. 47 
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UNDP is financed almost entirely out of voluntary contributions - it gets 
about $800 million a year. 48 Although it has 115 fully staffed field offices of its 
own in the Third World, it is not structured to implement projects; this is done 
- in the main - by the twenty-nine ‘executing agencies’ of the UN system, all of 
which receive money from UNDP and all of which compete vigorously for 
their share of the cake. 

The Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) is the largest of these 
executing agencies, with some 10,000 employees, the vast majority of whom 
are permanently based at headquarters in Rome. 49 Its field programmes 
receive substantial funding from UNDP, but it also gets money directly from 
member governments of the UN in the form both of voluntary and assessed 
contributions. All told, FAO receives - and spends - around $500 million to 
$600 milli on per annum , 50 

Describing itself as ‘a development agency, an information centre, an 
adviser to governments and a neutral forum’, 51 FAO participates in several 
thousand agricultural projects in the Third World each year. This participa¬ 
tion takes the form main ly of technical assistance, which in practice means the 
provision of experts to ‘strengthen local institutions, assist research and 
training, and develop and demonstrate new techniques’. 52 Typically FAO will 
have 3,000 of its experts in the field at any one time: some will be part of large 
teams working on long-term projects; others - the majority - will be on short 
missions, advising, for example, on the setting up of a national cereals 
marketing board, or on the best location for a fish-farm. FAO does not make 
capital investments to buy infrastructure or equipment (except on a very small 
scale); it does, however, run an Investment Support Programme which ‘helps 
developing countries find the external capital they need to build up their 
agriculture’. 53 

Linked to FAO, and also headquartered in Rome, is the World Food 
Programme (WFP) which mobilises and delivers food aid designed to meet 
emergency needs and which also organises food-for-work schemes intended to 
promote ‘economic and social development’ in poor countries. Resources, 
worth in the region of $1.3 billion per two-year budgetary period, come in from 
member governments mainly in the form of food commodities, with cash 
and/or services also being provided in some cases. WFP food aid, unlike the 
EEC’s, is delivered to recipient countries with the freight and insurance 
charges paid; in the case of the poorest countries, the Programme is also able to 
pay up to half the local transportation costs. 54 

The World Health Organisation, which has its headquarters in Geneva, is 
another important UN multilateral agency. It spends around $500 million a 
year 55 and - like FAO - gets some of its money from UNDP, some from the 
assessed contributions of member states and some from voluntary contribu¬ 
tions. It claims to be working towards ‘the attainment by all citizens of the 
world of a level of health that will permit them to lead a socially and 
economically productive life’. 56 In order to achieve what it calls ‘Health for All 
by the Year 2000’ it has set itself four principal sub-goals: developing and 
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organising the manpower and technology needed for disease prevention and 
control; eradication of the main tropical diseases; immunisation of all the 
world’s children against six of the major childhood diseases; and the establish¬ 
ment of health infrastructures to provide primary health care services to the 
majority of the world’s population. 57 

WHO’s annual budget is in fact less than that of any one of the four largest 
regions of Britain’s National Health Service. 58 Nevertheless, the Organisation 
does not walk alone. Also immunising children throughout the Third World, 
also working to provide primary health care services, is UNICEF - the United 
Nations Children’s Emergency Fund - which spends around $400 million a 
year. UNICEF concerns itself with seven major development sectors of which 
‘basic health care’ is the most important. Others are water supply, nutrition, 
social services for children, formal and non-formal education, planning and 
project support, and emergency relief. 59 

Working through eighty-seven field offices in 118 developing countries - 
forty-two in Af rica, thirty-three in Asia, thirty in Latin America and thirteen in 
the Middle East and North Africa - UNICEF’s headquarters are split between 
New York and Geneva. The Fund also has important administrative establish¬ 
ments in Copenhagen, Sydney and Tokyo. Finances come mainly in the form 
of voluntary contributions from member governments of the UN - about 76 
per cent of the total. Most of the remaining 24 per cent is raised through the sale 
of Christmas greeting cards. In addition there are some public donations 
channelled through the National Committees which UNICEF has established 
in many countries. No other UN body receives money directly from the 
general public. 60 

Overlapping to some extent with UNICEF in the areas of ‘formal and 
non-formal education’ is another agency - the United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organisation. According to its constitution, 
UNESCO’s purpose is ‘to contribute to peace and security by promoting 
education, science and culture in order to further universal respect for justice, 
for the rule of law and for the human rights and fundamental freedoms which 
are affirmed for the peoples of the world without distinction of race, sex, 
language or religion by the Charter of the United Nations’. 61 Practical 
concerns include combating illiteracy in developing countries, promoting the 
growth of social science facilities in Africa and Asia, and strengthening 
‘cultural identity, creativity and cultural development’. 62 

UNESCO’s imposing headquarters are at place de Fontenoy in Paris where- 
despite its mission in the Third World - about 80 per cent of the biennial 
budget of around $370 million has traditionally been spent. 63 Dissatisfaction 
with excessive bureaucratisation and in general with the management policies 
of Director General Ahmadou Mahtar M’Bow led both the United States and 
Britain to withdraw their financial support from the Organisation in the 
mid-1980s. In late 1987 M’Bow was replaced by Federico Mayor of Spain. 

Another UN multilateral agency, the International Labour Office, has also 
had to get by for some years without the support of the United States, which 
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withdrew because of alleged ‘socialistic’ policies. Headquartered in Geneva, 
ILO operates a large number of technical assistance programmes in developing 
countries. These are aimed at ‘the promotion of employment, development of 
human resources, vocational training, small industries, rural development, 
co-operatives, social security, and industrial safety and hygiene’. 64 

UNIDO, the United Nations Industrial Development Organisation, also 
concerns itself with industrial issues. Based in Vienna, it provides technical 
assistance and conducts seminars and meetings intended to raise the industrial 
capacity of developing countries. Its administrative and research activities are 
covered by the regular UN budget at a level somewhat below $100 million a 
year; its operational activities are heavily dependent on finance provided by 
UNDP and on fluctuating voluntary contributions from member states. 65 

Other multilateral agencies of note within the UN system include: the United 
Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), headquartered in Nairobi; 
the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), based in 
Geneva; the UN Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD); the 
Of fice of the United Nations Disaster Relief Co-ordinator (UNDRO); and the 
United Nations Fund for Population Activities (UNFPA). There are also 
many other organisations and entities ranging from Economic Commissions in 
Africa, Asia and Latin America to the UN Centre for Human Settlements 
which concerns itself with the plight of the homeless in theThird World. All in 
all the United Nations system now employs in excess of 50,000 people in the 
cause of world development. 66 

IFAD and the Regional Banks 

There are a number of bodies, registered as UN specialised agencies, which 
look very different from all the others. Rather than providing expertise and 
technical assistance, these concentrate their efforts on capital aid and thus, 
effectively, function as development banks. 

One such is the International Fund for Agricultural Development, which is 
based in Rome. Financed mainly by the voluntary contributions of OECD and 
OPEC member states, it was established in 1977 and, in its first six years of 
operation, provided long-term ‘soft’ loans worth almost $1.6 billion for 135 
agricultural projects in eighty developing countries. IFAD went into a slump 
thereafter until January 1986 when negotiations for a replenishment of its core 
resources were concluded - giving it a further $460 million to lend over the 
period up to 1989. Of this, 40 per cent came from OPEC nations and 60 per 
cent from the eighteen members of the Development Assistance Committee of 
the OECD (Britain’s share, for example, was $13.22 million). IFAD also 
operates a separate Special Programme which supports projects in some 
twenty-four sub-Saharan African countries suffering from drought and desert¬ 
ification. Again, finances for the Special Programme come from both OPEC 
and OECD sources. 67 

IFAD, as its name suggests, lends specifically for agriculture. Within and 
outside the UN system, a variety of other kinds of development bank and 


50 



Development Incorporated 

fund also exist and are able to make loans in support of projects of all 
kinds. Some focus their attentions on particular geographical regions - for 
example, the Asian Development Bank/Fund, the African Development 
Bank/Fund, the Inter-American Development Bank, the Caribbean Develop¬ 
ment Bank and the Arab Bank for Economic Development in Africa. These all 
attract a wide range of different types of finance, which they then ‘lend on’ for 
development purposes. In recent years Britain has contributed £72 million to 
the Asian Development Fund and has pledged £20 million to the Caribbean 
Development Bank’s Special Development Fund which provides loans on 
concessional terms. These sums of money have come out of the UK’s 
multilateral aid budget. 68 

Official aid, however, represents only a portion of the finances available to 
these institutions. Typically, wealthy countries subscribe to the capital of the 
banks and contribute to the periodic replenishments of the funds, but large 
amounts of money are also raised on international capital markets. The clearest 
illustration of the place of all this within the framework of Development 
Incorporated is provided by the institution on which all the regional develop¬ 
ment banks are modelled. This institution is the World Bank. With more 
money at its disposal each year than any other agency, bilateral or multilateral, 
it is the single largest source of development finance on earth and is thus worth 
looking at in some detail. 

A Global Lender 

The World Bank, like IFAD, is registered as a UN specialised agency but, in 
fact, its relationship to the United Nations system is tenuous in the extreme. 
World Bank budgets are not included when one talks of UN agencies and 
organisations spending $6 billion a year. The management of the Bank does not 
answer to the United Nations but only to its own Board of Governors which 
consists of the Ministers of Finance of 151 member countries. 69 More impor¬ 
tant, the UN has traditionally been characterised by egalitarian decision¬ 
making: each nation has one vote and, in theory at least, little countries like 
Kiribati and Barbados have as strong a voice as big ones like the United States 
or Britain. At the World Bank, by contrast, votes are based entirely on the size 
of the financial commitment that each member state has made. There is no 
pretence of equality - the economic superpowers run the show. 

Like a Hindu god, the World Bank has four arms. Of these the two strongest 
are the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development (IBRD) and 
the International Development Association (IDA), both of which will be 
considered in some detail below. The third limb is the International Finance 
Corporation (IFC), which lends mainly to support the expansion of private 
investment and private enterprise in the developing countries. Finally there is 
a Special Facility for Sub-Saharan Africa. 

Total loan commitments made by the World Bank through these four linked 
but functionally distinct entities for fiscal 1987 were $19,207 billion. 70 How¬ 
ever, only $920 million of this came from the IFC and only $613 million from 
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the Special Facility. 71 It is the IBRD and the IDA that are the major lenders for 
development - the former committed $14,188 billion in 1987 and the latter 
$3,486 billion. 72 

When one talks of the ‘World Bank’, therefore, one is largely talking of the 
IBRD and the IDA. Appropriately, both are administered from the same 
building - World Bank headquarters in Washington, DC - and by the same 
staff. Both lend for the same types of programme and project and often do so in 
the same countries at the same time. They are funded in entirely different 
ways, however, and attach very different terms to the loans that they make. 

The International Development Association 

IDA is often described as the ‘soft-loan affiliate of the World Bank’. This is 
because it provides interest-free finance and because repayments of principal - 
which do not begin until ten years after signature of loan agreement - 
are spread relatively painlessly over periods of up to fifty years. 73 Such 
concessional terms of course qualify all IDA loans as Official Development 
Assistance. In 1987, out of the $3,486 billion lent, more than 90 per cent - 
$3.177 billion 74 - went to the thirty-five ‘least-developed countries’ on earth. 75 
During the eleven years from 1977 to 1987 IDA provided this group of 
countries with a total of $31.627 billion - serious money by any standards. 76 

IDA is funded, in the main, out of the multilateral aid budgets of World 
Bank member states. Britain, for example, gave £133.8 million in each of the 
three years 1985, 1986 and 1987 and has committed almost £525 million 
($770.5 million) for payment in equal instalments over the years 1988, 1989 
and 1990. 77 The periods in question (1985-7 and 1988-90) represent respect¬ 
ively the seventh and eighth ‘replenishments’ of ID A, with the total value of the 
latter - ‘IDA 8’, as it is known - being $12.4 billion. The share of the United 
States in this amount is $2,875 billion - about four times larger than Britain’s. 
Japan’s share is $2.150 billion and West Germany’s is $1.322 billion. 78 

Since IDA was established in i960, the voting strengths of member nations 
have varied considerably, reflecting amongst other things the rise of West 
Germany and Japan to the rank of industrial superpowers. Such fluctuations 
can be expected to continue. Throughout, however, because of the scale of its 
contribution, the United States has had the dominant voice and has at all times 
exercised an effective veto. This, too, can be expected to continue. In 1987 the 
USA held 18.47 per cent of the total votes in IDA; next came Japan with 8.81 
pe r cent; West Germany was third with 7.09 pe r cent; Britain and France were 
fourth and fifth with, respectively, 6.33 per cent and 3.82 per cent. 79 At the 
other end of the scale, Afghanistan had about a quarter of one per cent of the 
total votes in IDA in the same year, Cape Verde had one-hundredth of one per 
cent and Somalia had a fifth of one per cent. 80 

The IBRD 

The ‘big five’ in IDA are also the big five in the IBRD. Here the US A had 19.63 
per cent of total votes in 1987, Japan had 5.58 per cent, West Germany had 
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5.52 per cent and Britain and France had 5.32 per cent each. 81 In the same year 
Bangladesh had about a third of one per cent, Chad one-hundredth of one per 
cent, and Paraguay about a tenth of one per cent. 82 

Like IDA, the IBRD is active in the thirty-five poorest countries in the 
world: those with annual per-capita incomes below $400. Out of total IBRD 
loan commitments of $ 14.188 billion in 1987 about 25 per cent -$3,253 billion 

- were in favour ofthis group. 83 Unlike IDA, however, IBRD loans are not 
made on terms that are sufficiently concessional to allow them to be classified as 
Official Development Assistance. 

Rather than being funded out of the multilateral aid budgets of member 
states, therefore, IBRD has to raise the bulk of its finances on international 
capital markets - indeed, it is the world’s largest non-sovereign borrower. It 
pays commercial rates of interest but, because of the volume of its business and 
because of its excellent ‘triple-A’ credit rating, it manages to do very good deals 
for itself: 7.73 per cent on average in 1987. It then takes the funds that it has 
borrowed and relends them to its developing-country clients at a higher rate of 
interest: 8.78 per cent in 1987. 84 

For the poorest nations - which are generally regarded as a ‘bad risk’ by 
bankers - the IBRD is a source of finance which would simply never be 
forthcoming from commercial sources. On the other hand, for middle-income 
developing countries (Brazil or Indonesia, for example) - which take up the 
bulk of its loans - the terms that it off ers are generally significantly better than 
those they themselves could obtain on the open market. Typically, in addition 
to a relatively advantageous interest rate of around 9 per cent based on its own 
cost of borrowing, the IBRD allows five-year grace periods before repayments 
begin, and fixes maturities of up to twenty years. 85 Although this may not be 
‘aid’ in the strict sense of the word, it is certainly development finance of an 
entirely different order from that provided by commercial banks. It is, 
furthermore, frequently mixed with aid credits from IDA, from other multi¬ 
lateral agencies, and from bilateral donors in the financing of specific projects. 

The IBRD never allows its clients - the governments of developing countries 

- to reschedule their debts. There is no flexibility on this point at all. Interest 
and principal have to be paid exactly on time and precisely as specified in the 
loan agreement, or the borrower is declared in default. 86 

It is a matter of record, however, that there has not yet been a default on any 
IBRD loan. 87 Debtors, anxious not to cross swords with so powerful an 
institution - and keen also to maintain their access to its credits in the future - 
go to great lengths to ensure that all their commitments are met. 

The result - although other lenders to the Third World today find them¬ 
selves embroiled in a non-stop round of rescheduling, rolling over and 
‘forgiving’ of debt - is that the IBRD is able to stand aloof and to continue 
blithely with business as usual. It has in fact recorded a net income in every 
single financial year since 1948. 88 In 1987 it took in $1.1 billion more in 
repayments of interest and principal on old loans than it paid out in new loans 
to the developing countries. 89 
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What we have here, then, is an institution that functions in an ‘aid-like’ 
manner and that lends to some of the poorest and riskiest countries on earth. 
But it is also an institution that consistently makes a profit and that is regarded 
as highly credit-worthy by money managers on Wall Street and in the City of 
London. 

How does the IBRD get away with being all these different and contradict 
tory things at once? The answer, primarily, is because it is protected from the 
pressures and turbulence of its position by the enormous strength of its capital 
base. This is divided into two parts: ‘paid-in’ capital and ‘callable’ capital. 

The former, as the name suggests, is the sum of money that member gov¬ 
ernments have actually handed over to the Bank. It is a relatively small amount, 
just $7.2 billion in total - barely half of one year’s lending. 90 The latter, 
however, is vast - $77.9 billion 91 - and represents a resource that can be called 
upon in the event that something goes seriously wrong. Paid-in capital is thus 
money in hand which the Bank can use; callable capital is an intangible asset, 
best thought of as a guarantee to theBank’s creditors, that exists only as a promise. 

The scale of this promise can be illustrated with reference to the five major 
shareholders in the IBRD. In 1987, for example, the United States had an 
obligation ‘subject to call’ of $15,866 billion; in the same year - the forty-first 
that the Bank had been in business - US paid-in capital reached a cumulative 
total of just $i .537 billion. The figures for Japan were $4495 billion and $430 
million respectively. For West Germany they were $4,473 billion and $428 
million. For Britain they were $4,269 billion and $429 million. France in that 
year had $4,288 billion ‘subject to call’ but had paid in a cumulative total of 
only $410 million. 92 

The Bank’s more prosperous members are thus like rich uncles who enable 
their nephew to undertake some rather risky business ventures by giving him a 
little seed money to invest and by acting as guarantors for any borrowing he 
does. What the rich uncles get - in return mainly for paper promises - is kudos 
and also the very real political and economic leverage that results from their 
effective control of an influential multilateral development institution. 

So far so good. But are there any circumstances under which these paper 
promises - the financial guarantees that the Bank’s callable capital represents - 
might actually have to be honoured? 

In the context of burgeoning Third World debt, now in excess of $1,000 
billion, it is just conceivable that several of the IBRD’s major loans (say, in 
Brazil, India, Indonesia and Mexico) might cease to perform at the same time. 
Overnight this would cause a drastic reduction in the Bank’s income from 
payments of interest and principal and might, in an extreme case, render it 
unable to service its own liabilities to the money markets. It would then 
effectively be in receivership and it would have to call in its callable capital in 
order to pay off its creditors. 

At this point a reminder is in order: ultimately it is the tax-payers of the 
World Bank’s wealthy member states who are the source of almost all its 
callable capital. If the IBRD were to fold, then it would be these tax-payers 
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who would have to bear the financial consequences. Because of this there is no 
way that the institution can be regarded as a free-floating independent entity. 
On the contrary, it must be accountable for its behaviour - and it must be 
accountable to us. 

This question of accountability in fact transcends the issue of financial 
liabilities: the World Bank is strong because of our collective financial 
strength, powerful because we - the people of the wealthy nations - are 
powerful. The Bank acts in our name in the developing countries and, as We 
shall see later, there is much that it does there which is dubious, much that 
harms the poor and the vulnerable, much that scars and wrecks the environ¬ 
ment, much that is arrogant and wrong. 

We have a right to a detailed accounting for all of this. At present, however - 
and this is a theme that I shall return to at several points in this book - we do not 
get it. On the contrary, those who attempt to leant more about the Bank than is 
revealed in its glossy public-relations handouts find that they must first crack 
an arcane code of secrecy and obfuscation that would be more appropriate in a 
military intelligence service than in a development institution. 

Project Lending 

World Bank lending - whether it comes from the IBRD on near-commercial 
terms, or from the IDA on extremely concessional terms - has traditionally 
been made to support specific projects in the developing countries. Although 
important changes are now under way, this orientation remains dominant. In 
1987, for example, when the combined lending of the IBRD and the IDA 
totalled $17,674 billion, 21 per cent ($3,435 billion) went to the energy sector: 
most of this was finance for giant hydroelectric dams and for the construction 
of power-stations, but some also went to oil, gas and coal-mining projects. In 
the same year agricultural and rural development schemes got $2,930 billion 
(16.6 per cent of the total). Projects in the transportation sector-notably roads 
- got $1,745 billion (9.9 per cent); urban development schemes got $1,469 
billion (8.3 per cent); water supply and sewerage projects got $969 million (5.5 
per cent); telecommunications got $682.3 million (3.9 per cent); and industry 
got $418 million (2.4 per cent of the total). Other sectors in which projects 
received assistance - albeit on a generally smaller scale - included education, 
population, health and nutrition. 93 

The shares of the different sectors are not necessarily constant from year to 
year. In both 1985 and 1986, for instance, agricultural and rural development 
schemes got a much larger percentage of the total than they did in 1987, but 
telecommunications projects got a significantly smaller percentage - 0.8 per 
cent in 1985 and just 0.3 per cent in 1986, as against 3.9 per cent in 1987. The 
share of energy projects, on the other hand, did not vary so much over the 
three-year period (20 per cent in 1985 and 18.5 per cent in 1986 as against 21 
per cent in 1987). 94 

About two out of every five Bank-assisted projects are the subject of 
‘co-financing’ (that is to say other bilateral and multilateral aid agencies also 
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put money into them). Even where there are no international co-financers, 
however, it is rare for the Bank to contribute much more than a third of the 
total sum required: most of the rest has to come from the government of the 
recipient country. Used almost exclusively to meet foreign-exchange costs, 
the Bank’s funds are, furthermore, only released against specific purchases of 
equipment or to cover other direct expenses of implementation as and when 
they are incurred. The borrower does not get all the money at once (or anything 
like at once); on the contrary, project loans can take up to ten years to 
disburse. 95 

Sectoral and Structural Adjustment 

Quicker disbursing - although still project-orientated - are the Bank’s ‘sector 
adjustment loans’. In these only part of the money is used to meet the direct 
costs of specific projects while the rest goes to support policy changes in the 
relevant sector. For example, the government of Pakistan obtained a loan of 
$178 million from the Bank in 1985. Some of the money was for projects in the 
energy sector; the rest was disbursed against promises from the government: 
(a) to increase the price of natural gas in order to provide a greater incentive to 
private entrepreneurs to take part in exploration and development; ( b ) to 
reduce subsidies for national electricity prices so that, in future, these would 
more accurately reflect the costs of production; and (c) to generate electricity 
for the Karachi area using imported rather than locally produced coal. 96 

Such explicit, sector-wide policy-changes are the distinctive feature of sector 
adjustment loans. What they represent is a desire by the Bank not only to be an 
important source of finance but also to play a central idle in the decision¬ 
making processes in developing countries. 

It is in another type of loan, however - the ‘structural adjustment loan’ (SAL 
for short)-that this desire achieves its purest expression. Thecharacteristic fea¬ 
ture of such loans is that they are completely disconnected from pro jects and are 
disbursed, usually very quickly, in return for major economic policy changes 
at the national level. Such changes are brought about ‘with considerable analyti¬ 
cal support from the Bank’ 97 and are said to be the result of‘policy dialogue’. 

Third World governments that agree to go this route are rewarded by being 
allowed to spend the money that they receive on just about anything they like. 

For example, the Bank recendy put up an $80 million SAL in support of 
an ‘economic recovery programme’ in Costa Rica. The stated aim of this 
programme is to promote faster growth, especially through the expansion of 
exports in markets outside Central America. Like the sector loan to Pakistan, 
the cash for Costa Rica is tied to economic policy changes, but this time the 
changes are at the macro level, rather than at the level of a single sector such as 
energy. Particular conditions attached to the loan cover such matters as tariffs 
(which are to be lowered) and other forms of protection (which are also to be 
reduced), exchange-rate management (including devaluation), the govern¬ 
ment’s budgetary policies, and the scale of public-sector involvement in the 
economy. In common with all other S ALs, the money is not disbursed against 
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specific purchases but can be used very freely for a wide variety of purposes 
including importing goods from abroad, paying off old foreign debts or - if the 
inclination is there - lining the private pockets of corrupt government 
Ministers. 98 

Whether applied to a single sector or to an entire economy, adjustment loans 
are therefore about policy. A generous observer might see them asa way of encour¬ 
aging governments to accept good advice. Others have suggested that they 
are more like bribes used by the technocrats at the World Bank to persuade 
powerful officials in poor countries to hand over important aspects of national 
sovereignty - to exchange, in short, national birthrights for a mess of pottage. 
Others still, doubtful of the Bank’s ability to manage developing economies 
at all, suggest that SALs are really a case of the blind leading the blind. 99 

Controversial though they may be, however, there is no doubt that struc¬ 
tural adjustment loans are the coming thing. The Bank, for a start, is steadily 
increasing the share of SALs in its overall portfolio. In 1986 adjustment 
lending was just 19 per cent of the total; by 1987, at more than $4 billion, it was 
23 per cent of the total. 100 President Barber Conable is committed to making 
even more loans of this kind during the 1990s and says unequivocally: 
‘Structural adjustment is absolutely fundamental to the Bank’s assistance 
strategy. . . there is no alternative.’ 101 

Follow the Leader 

One of the reasons that I have considered the Bank at such length in this 
chapter is that it is the pace-setter of Development Incorporated. It is not just, 
as noted earlier, that a growing number of regional development banks have 
been specifically modelled on it-although this is indeed the case. Much more 
important is the fact that all official aid agencies, whether bilateral or multi¬ 
lateral, co-operate very closely with it, imitate its policies and its sectoral 
priorities and, to a large extent, share what might be called its ‘philosophy of 
development*. 

Thus at a time when the Bank is putting more and more emphasis on policy 
dialogue with developing countries it is almost a matter of course that 
Christopher Patten, the UK’s Overseas Development Minister, should speak 
enthusiastically of British ‘support for structural adjustment’ and should 
affirm: ‘We will devote a greater share of our aid budget to policy reform.’ 102 

Describing its programme in the late 1980s, USAID beats exactly the same 
drum as Britain when it tells us: ‘Through policy dialogue, the United States 
communicates with governments to eliminate inappropriate subsidies, price 
and wage controls, trade restrictions, overvalued exchange rates and interest 
rate ceilings thatcunail economic performance.’ 103 

And, of course, much the same sorts of thing are being said by aid officials in 
France, Germany, Italy, Japan and elsewhere: to a greater or lesser extent all 
the bilateral agencies in the Western bloc have followed the World Bank’s lead 
and are now making substantial chunks of their aid conditional on structural 
adjustment and policy reforms in the recipient countries. 
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The IMF 

Interestingly enough, although the Bank is undoubtedly the main force for 
proselytising the structural adjustment ‘message’ within the aid industry, the 
concept itself is actually the brainchild of the International Monetary Fund - 
which has been obliging countries to adjust in one way or another since the 
1940s. Like invisible rays, ideas on economic development flow back and forth 
across Washington’s 19th Street between the headquarters buildings of the 
Bank and the Fund; it is, therefore, not at all surprising that the former 
acquired its enthusiasm for structural adjustment from watching the latter at 
work. 

IMF-World Bank co-operation indeed extends far beyond getting together 
to organise the bacchanal that celebrates the joint annual meeting of their 
Boards of Governors. However, the fact that they both buy their champagne 
from the same stores is by no means unimportant as an indicator of the kinds of 
value they share. Since they also entertain their guests in the same five-star 
hotels, rent their limousines from the same dealers, and love the same kinds of 
gourmet food, it is fairly clear that the two institutions have a great deal in 
common. They both also have the same kinds of management structure. Votes 
at the IMF - exactly as at the Bank - are linked to the degree of financial 
contribution that each member state has made. Again, the lion’s share is taken 
by the five leading industrialised countries: the USA (19.14 per cent); Great 
Britain (6.63 per cent); West Germany (5.79 per cent); France (4.81 per cent); 
and Japan (4.53 per cent). 104 

The IMF is not now - and never has been - an aid agency. It is, however, so 
heavily involved in the provision of finance to the Third World that it has 
become an integral - indeed, a central - part of Development Incorporated. Its 
mission is to supply member states with money to help them to overcome 
short-term balance-of-payments difficulties, but such money is only made 
available after the recipients have agreed to policy reforms in their economies - 
to structural adjustment, in short. Close supervision of the implementation of 
these often sweeping reforms is an integral part of the deal; developing 
countries, however, have a strong incentive to accept such supervision since it 
makes them more ‘credit-worthy’ in the eyes of other potential lenders: it has 
been estimated that every dollar provided to the Third World by the IMF 
‘unlocks’ a further four to seven dollars of new loans and refinancing from 
commercial banks and rich-country governments. 105 

It also unlocks the very large amounts of development money at the disposal 
of the World Bank. Indeed, the crucial connection between the two insti¬ 
tutions is that membership of the Bank (and thus eligibility for IBRD and IDA 
loans) is conditional upon membership of the IMF. This has beendescribed by 
one observer as a classic carrot-and-stick device: ‘Without IMF membership 
no admission to the World Bank, without conformity to IMF rules no 
development aid from the World Bank.’ 106 
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A Cosy Conspiracy? 

A great deal of mutual back-scratching goes on. The Fund and the Bank state 
that they ‘share the common objective of assisting members in their efforts 
to improve economic conditions in their countries . . . The areas of ecor 
nomic policy dealt with by the two institutions are complementary and inter¬ 
related, as is the financial assistance each can provide.’ 107 To this end, Bank 
staff participated in Fund missions to seventeen countries in 1985-6 and 
Fund staff participated in Bank missions to eighteen countries; parallel or 
overlapping Fund and Bank missions took place to forty-four countries - in 
some cases more than once to the same country. In 1986-7 Fund staff 
participated in seventeen Bank missions and Bank staff participated in fifteen 
Fund missions. ‘In addition,’ according to the IMF’s I987annual report, ‘there 
were numerous instances of parallel or overlapping Fund and Bank missions 
in which the staffs of the two institutions collaborated closely in the field.’ 108 

The purpose of all this teamwork is extremely specific: when IMF and Bank 
staff travel southward together they do so in order to spread the word of 
structural adjustment - to persuade governments to submit to policy reform. 

The unanimity of the two institutions on this issue is such that, on the rare 
occasions when they are rejected, they close ranks against the offending 
country. In 1987, for example, Zambia broke off its dealings with the IMF. 
Immediately thereafter disbursements of moneys under World Bank loans 
stopped. Neither did the punishments end here: once it was clear that the 
break with the Fund was irrevocable, Britain’s Overseas Development Admin¬ 
istration also withdrew a substantial loan that it had agreed to extend only a 
few months earlier. ‘In general,’ as one Zambian economist observes, ‘other 
donors are only willing to co-operate with Zambia when an agreement has been 
reached with the IMF.’ 109 

Under such circumstances it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that some 
sort of conspiracy is afoot - a conspiracy in which rich countries and their 
institutions unite to force Third World nations to adjust. This view, however, 
is explicitly denied by Christopher Patten, Britain’s young and energetic 
Overseas Development Minister. ‘It is,’ he says, ‘ludicrous to see structural 
adjustment as being imposed on unwilling recipients by bloated Western 
capitalists.’ 110 

And in fact he is right. 

The recipients in question are the governments of developing countries and 
most of them - with the odd exception like Zambia in 1987 - are not in the least 
bit ‘unwilling’. On the contrary, corrupt Ministers of Finance and dictatorial 
Presidents from Asia, Africa and Latin America are tripping over their own 
expensive footwear in their unseemly haste to ‘get adjusted’. 

For such people money has probably never been easier to obtain than it is 
today: with no complicated projects to administer and no messy accounts to 
keep, the venal, the cruel and the ugly are laughing literally all the way to the 
bank. For them structural adjustment is like a dream come true. No sacrifices 
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are demanded of them personally. All they have to do - amazing but true - is 
screw the poor, and they’ve already had plenty of practice at that. 

The Case for Adjustment 

As we shall see later, the consequences of the ‘policy dialogues’ undertaken 
during the 1980s between the men in suits from Washington and the men in 
uniforms from Santiago or Kinshasa - or wherever - have been utterly 
disastrous for the worst-off and most vulnerable groups in the Third World. 
This has been so because of the nature of the structural adjustment and 
economic ‘stabilisation’ measures devised by the Bank and the Fund. 

To understand exactly why these measures should hurt the poor, however, it 
is first of all necessary to be aware of what it is that developing countries are 
being asked to adjust to. 

Paramount is the profoundly negative effect of the ‘second oil shock’ - the 
hike in oil prices that occurred in 1979. Overnight, throughout the Third 
World, import bills soared while export earnings stayed where they were - and 
in many cases (particularly in Africa) continued on a long slow trend of decline. 
For the group of poorest countries the consequences were easy to see: between 
1979 and 1981 their combined trade deficits rose from $4$ billion to $90 
billion. 111 Even in middle-income developing countries the economic costs 
were high: between 1979 and 1981, for example, the oil import bill of the 
Philippines increased from $1 billion to almost $2.5 billion. 112 Obviously - as 
the Bank and the Fund rightly point out - financial turbulence on such a 
massive scale does call for rapid adjustment. 

In arguing their case for policy reforms, the two institutions also draw 
attention to the important issue of Third World debt - which now exceeds a 
trillion dollars. As we shall see in Part Four, the grandiose development 
projects for which much of the money was borrowed in the first place have 
often turned out to be boondoggles and white elephants, castles in the sky and 
cathedrals in the desert that don’t even pay their own way, never mind make a 
profit. In addition, many loans were contracted on variable rather than fixed 
terms - a disastrous situation for the borrowers since the money markets have 
been characterised by historically high interest rates in recent years. Poor 
countries, as a result, have been forced to allocate ever more of the revenues 
they earn from exports to servicing their old debts. Repayments of interest and 
principal, for instance, now cost Brazil four-fifths of its entire annual export 
earnings - a sum of money equivalent to the minimum annual salary of sixteen 
million workers. The Latin American country handed over an amazing $55 
billion to its creditors during the period 1982-7. 113 

The oil-price hike of 1979 and the mounting debt burden are not, of course, 
the only reasons for the policy reforms that developing countries have had to 
implement during the 1980s. They are, however, important factors in a wider 
and powerfully interconnected matrix of pressures to which the Third World is 
exposed, and they help to explain why the IMF and the World Bank, together 
with the bilateral agencies, support structural adjustment. Nations that con- 
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sistently import more than they export, and that spend more than they earn, 
are living in a sort of economic Cloud-cuckoo-land and should be obliged to do 
something about it. At the very least they should not expect togo on getting aid 
if they are not prepared to put their own houses in order. If they did, then they 
would be as unadmirable as the spendthrift who expects friends and relatives to 
stump up the necessary cash whenever he gets into financial difficulty. 

This, of course, is a gross oversimplification: not all Third World countries - 
and very few Third World people - are ‘spendthrifts’. Neither do I want to give 
the impression that the developing nations are entirely to blame for their own 
predicament - although this seems to be very much the view of the Fund and 
the Bank. On the contrary, the factors at work are largely external in nature, 
and poor countries have little or no control over them: the price of oil and rising 
interest rates are not their fault; they cannot be held responsible for the 
deteriorating terms of trade that, over the last twenty years, have radically 
reduced the value of the commodities they export; they are not culpable for 
protectionism in rich countries that makes market access difficult; finally, 
neither they - nor anyone else alive today - can logically be condemned for a 
history in which Northern empires prospered at the expense of the South. 

All these things are true, but it is also true that there is no mileage in blaming 
others, or the weather, or the past - or any other external entity or influence - 
for one’s own problems. Third World leaders who are prone to the ‘victim 
complex’ and who give it vociferous expression in various fora are, quite 
literally, wasting their breath. Calls for a ‘new international economic order’ 
and other such formulas are just so much hot air: no amount of UN conferenc¬ 
ing or pious speeches is going to conjure these notions out of the ether and give 
them corporeal form. 

Developing countries exist, here and now, amidst the very stark and tangible 
realities of the late twentieth century. The most important of those realities by 
far is that they must accept the existing world order as a given - if only because 
they are virtually powerless to change anything outside their own borders. For 
those countries that are spending more than they earn, and that have nothing 
special to bargain with - for example, a vital strategic location - structural 
adjustment is a simple, inescapable, unavoidable pragmatic necessity. 

To this extent the institutions of Development Incorporated are not wrong 
to make the finance that they have on offer conditional on major policy reforms 
in the recipient countries. What is unfortunate, however, is the nature of the 
reforms that are called for. 

The Poor Man’s Burden 

In order to achieve the admirably clear and simple goal of increasing a 
country’s revenues and reducing its expenditures, structural adjustment will 
typically involve all, or most, of the following ‘austerity’ measures: devaluation 
of the local currency (because, in theory, this will discourage imports - by 
making them more expensive - and provide a stimulus to exports); draconian 
cuts in government expenditure, particularly spending on education and 
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health care; radical reduction or complete elimination of food and other 
consumption subsidies; measures like reductions in wages and restrictions in 
the availability of credit, which are also designed to reduce the overall level of 
consumption within ‘adjusting’ societies; across-the-board abolition of price 
controls, coupled with privatisation of public utilities and immediate price 
increases for the services they provide (like water, electricity, etc.); and, 
finally, higher taxes and higher interest rates. 114 

With astonishingly few variations to allow for differing local circum¬ 
stances, this package of measures is applied in every single country that takes the 
IMF’s or the World Bank’s shilling. 115 It does not require uncanny prescience 
to predict the consequences for the worst-off and most vulnerable groups in the 
Third World: of course cuts in budgets for primary health care hurt the poor; 
of course cuts in wages hurt the poor; and of course higher prices for basic 
services hurt the poor. 

This logic is borne out by the facts: 

• During 1977-85 Peru allowed its development to be guided largely by 
the IMF and undertook two major structural adjustment programmes. 

In this period the average per-capita income of Peruvians fell by 20 per 
cent; inflation soared from 30 per cent to 160 per cent; unemployment 
and underemployment both increased dramatically; and wages in the 
formal sector of the economy dropped like stones: at the end of 1985 a 
worker’s pay packet was worth only 64 per cent of what it had been in 
1979 and only 44 per cent of what it had been in 1973. Meanwhile total 
government expenditure on ‘social’ sectors like education and health care 
dropped from 26 to 18 per cent of the national budget, food and fuel 
subsidies vital for poor families were completely eliminated, average 
food availability per capita declined by 26 per cent and child malnutrition 
increased substantially - from 42 to 68 per cent of the child 
population. 116 

• In 1984 the government of the Philippines, then - and in 1985 as well - 
still led by the tyrannical President Ferdinand Marcos, reached an 
agreement with the IMF. In exchange for the Fund’s balance-of- 
payments support, the government undertook to institute sweeping 
reforms in the areas of tariffs, public investment and energy, to restrict 
government ‘social’ expenditure, to increase taxes and to impose controls 
on credit creation. As a result, within just one year, GNP per capita had 
regressed a full decade to its 1975 level. Real earnings fell substantially 
for every category of worker and in every industry - by 46 per cent on 
average for all urban wage-earners from 1982 to 1985 and by 48 per cent 
amongst self-employed workers; in the rural areas the fall was 31 per cent 
for wage-earners and 41 per cent for self-employed workers. By the third 
quarter of 1985, real wages in urban areas had fallen to one quarter of 
World Bank estimates of a ‘poverty threshold’ for a six-person house¬ 
hold, while rural wages had fallen even lower - to just 22 per cent of the 
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minimum. Government expenditure per capita on education fell to 30 
per cent below the 1979 level. Primary health care networks serving the 
poor were also badly hit - by the end of 1985 total government expendi¬ 
ture on primary health care was five times less than it was on subsidies for 
just four ultra-modem private hospitals catering to upper-income 
groups. 117 

• Structural adjustment in Sri Lanka - where food subsidies have been 
sharply curtailed - has meant that the poorest 30 per cent of the 
population have suffered an uninterrupted decline in their calorie con¬ 
sumption during the 1980s while the top 50 per cent have improved their 
intake. Expenditure on education and health care per capita has fallen 
significantly. 118 

• In Chile, adjustment policies have caused massive increases in unem¬ 
ployment and also an oddly skewed inflation that seems to have hit goods 
purchased by the poor much harder than goods purchased by the rich. 
Malnutrition amongst school-age children has increased in the city of 
Santiago, as have diseases of poverty like tuberculosis, typhoid and 
hepatitis. 119 

• In Jamaica, an agreement signed with the IMF in 1984 led to the removal 
of government subsidies that had previously kept food costs down for 
poor and vulnerable groups, and education and health expenditure per 
capita were also slashed. The proportion of children showing signs of 
malnutrition rose and real family incomes fell steeply. 120 

• In Brazil structural adjustment sponsored by the IMF and the World 
Bank has led to greatly reduced social spending by the government 
during the 1980s - notably on basic health care and on education. There 
have, as a result, been sharp increases in the infant mortality rate and 
in failure and drop-out rates in schools. Child abandonment and 
delinquency have also increased. 121 

• On average, every year, from 1980 to 1985, there were forty-seven 
countries in the Third World pursuing IMF-sponsored structural adjust¬ 
ment programmes (and the flow of resources from the Fund during this 
period totalled $30.3 billion). There were also twenty-one developing 
countries with structural or sector adjustment loans from the World 
Bank, and a number of other countries were adjusting in various ways at 
the behest of powerful bilateral-aid donors. During this same period it 
was far from coincidental that three-quarters of all the countries in Latin 
America and in Africa experienced marked declines in per-capita 
income. 122 The children of poor families were worst hit, with deterio¬ 
rations in child welfare registered throughout the developing world. 
Eight countries in Latin America, sixteen in sub-Saharan Africa, three in 
North Africa and the Middle East, and four in South and East Asia 
experienced particularly severe problems; in almost all cases these 
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were attributable directly to the privations caused by structural 

adjustment. 123 

If the Third World governments that actually implement IMF and World 
Bank ‘policy reforms’ sought to serve rather than dominate theirown people, if 
they were genuinely devoted to the public good rather than to their private 
wealth and power, then it might not be necessary for structural adjustment to 
cause such pain. 

In a country like Pakistan, for example, where 34.8 per cent of the national 
budget is spent on the military and just 1 per cent on health care, 124 it is clear 
that the burden of expenditure cuts does not have to be borne by the poor: the 
government has a choice regarding what to cut, what to keep. 

The same is true in Sri Lanka where, in one recent year, the sum of 1.7 
billion rupees was allocated to food subsidies for the poor against an estimated 
need of just under 3 billion rupees. It was argued that lack of resources did not 
permit a rise in the allocation to the required level. This admirable commit* 
ment to austerity, however, did not prevent the government from giving a 
subsidy of 1 billion rupees to the national airline. 125 

Likewise, in a country like Zaire - which has been ‘adjusting’ with the 
IMF and the World Bank for years - is it really essential to dismiss 7,000 
teachers from the school system for ‘budgetary reasons’ 126 when President 
Mobutu Sese Seko owns fifty-one Mercedes-Benz motor cars, eleven chateaux 
in Belgium and France and a beachside villa on the Costa del Sol? 127 

Outrages and anomalies like these, as we shall see elsewhere in this book, 
characterise the behaviour of a great many governments in the Third World - 
governments that are only strengthened and empowered by the funds made 
available to them through structural adjustment lending. Very few of these 
regimes have a genuine popular mandate, and virtually none has more than a 
passing concern for the poor in its own country. Some abuse h uman rights in 
the most direct and repulsive manner, others are profligate wastrels and 
scoundrels, most are infected by the virus of corruption. 

The agencies know this - and ignore it: the conditions that governments 
must meet prior to receiving structural adjustment loans have, for example, 
never included improved human rights, increased freedom of speech, reduced 
military spending, controls on graft, or any other s imilar reforms. 

The agencies are also well aware of the damage that adjustment can do, 
particularly amongst the poorest of the poor 128 - but they ignore this, too. 
Token gestures of mitigation may be made from time to time in the interests of 
public relations but the truth is that the machine continues to roll remorselessly 
on. The Fund and the Bank, Christopher Patten with his promise thatBritain’s 
Overseas Development Administration will ‘help aid recipients make the 
painful adjustments which are necessary’, 129 the US Agency for International 
Development with its co mmi tment to policy dialogue, and just about every- 
other Western aid agency and development-finance institution of any signifi¬ 
cant size, are today all riding on the same bandwagon. 
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Unsuccessful, Even in Its Own Terms 

If this widespread drive for adjustment resulted in concrete and measurable 
economic achievements, then the harm done to the poor might be acceptable- 
at least to those who believe that ends justify means. In reality, however, 
success stories of any kind are hard to locate. 

The agencies themselves point to the often significantly improved export 
performance of adjusting countries. Even here, however, every silver lining 
has a cloud: obviously if twenty countries all producing similar agricultural 
commodities all increase their exports at the same time, then world markets for 
these commodities will become glutted and prices will fall - thus ultimately 
reducing rather than increasing export revenues. With more and more 
countries undertaking adjustment programmes, this already important issue is 
likely to loom ever larger in the future. In consequence, the World Bank is now 
seriously suggesting that it should take on the role of a colonial power dictating 
exactly what should be produced where within its empire: in a recent policy 
study, for instance, it advocated that ‘SAL programmes across countries 
should be made mutually consistent so that markets for particular commod¬ 
ities are not accidentally saturated by too many expanded supply sources’. 130 

Increased expons are, furthermore, only one amongst several key objectives 
of structural adjustment. Reduced budget deficits are regarded as being of at 
least equal importance. It is therefore disturbing to learn from one confidential 
internal study of World Bank SALs since 1980 that only two recipient countries 
have in fact managed to reduce their budget deficits substantially. 131 

Another central purpose of structural adjustment programmes is to achieve 
greater private-sector involvement in national economies. As the World Bank 
itself puts it: ‘By removing economic activity from the clumsy and inefficient 
administration of government and returning it to the market-place, the 
elimination of distortions and rigidities will be more readily achieved.’ 132 
Ironically, however, SALs have often had the opposite effect. During four 
years of World Bank-sponsored structural adjustment in Turkey, for example, 
the share of private investment in total investment declined from 48.8 per cent 
to 40.9 per cent. 133 Elsewhere, according to confidential internal documents. 
Ivory Coast’s SAL was used to ‘finance the arrears of several state agricultural 
enterprises’ - in other words to subsidise inefficient government bureau¬ 
cracies; Kenya’s SAL ‘did not address the question of possible divestiture of 
the government’s share in [parastatal] enterprises’; Senegal’s SAL paid ‘for the 
development expenditures of parastatals, mainly in the agricultural sector’; 
and it was the civil service that got most of the money from Thailand’s SAL. 134 
Similarly in Zambia, before it broke with the IMF, one F und official made this 
comment on earlier structural adjustment efforts in that African country: ‘It is 
fair to say that what we have done is to allow Zambia to maintain a standard of 
living for its civil service [whose payroll amounts to 20 per cent of the country’s 
Gross Domestic Product] which is totally out of sync with the rest of the 
economy.’ 135 
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Authoritative reports on consistent failures and errors like these, coupled 
with readily available data on the established tendency of SALs to harm the 
interests of the poorest and most vulnerable members of society, have had little 
effect on the thinking or behaviour of the World Bank and the IMF. On the 
contrary, as we have seen, the role of structural adjustment is steadily 
increasing within the development effort as a whole. 

That this should continue to be the case despite mounting evidence of the 
dangers and human costs is at least partly attributable to the arrogance, hubris 
and insensitivity of senior policy-makers at the Bank and the Fund - endearing 
characteristics that one sees charmingly on display at the joint annual meetings 
of their Boards of Governors. 

Linked to this is the fact that when officials of the two institutions go to the 
Third World it is not paupers that they talk to - or socialise with - but, rather. 
Ministers, Presidents and senior civil servants. Peasants and slum dwellers, 
the landless and the street kids are seen only dimly by the visiting bureaucrats, 
if they are seen at all. It is thus hardly surprising that the concerns and 
wellbeing of the poor, together with their energies, their enterprise and their 
potential, get ignored in the ‘adjustment process’. Such an outcome is inevit¬ 
able in a system that allows policy reforms to be concocted by well-heeled 
strangers in collusion with the local 61 ite: neither of these two groups has any 
direct experience of poverty. 

Triumph of the Intermediaries 

This is a problem that extends beyond individual personalities and that afflicts 
the development industry as a whole. It is a problem of alienation - of a world 
in which go-betweens have been given a virtually unrestricted mandate to 
make deals, shape events, and decide the future of millions. 

In the simplest possible terms, the problem looks like this: we, the tax- 
pay ers of the wealthy nations, have arranged for middle-men to act in our name 
to help the poor in the developing countries. The middle-men in question are 
the staff of the various institutions reviewed in this chapter - notably the 
bilateral and multilateral aid agencies, the UN technical-assistance organis¬ 
ations, and the various development banks and funds. Nobody really watches 
or controls any of these institutions: if they are accountable at all, then they are 
accountable only to other institutions of the same type. Their excessive 
secrecy, their ‘confidentiality’, their ‘classified’ and ‘restricted-access’ docu¬ 
ments, and their closed-session meetings, all conspire to prevent any kind of 
public oversight of their doings. 

Even UNESCO, dedicated by its charter to promote ‘human rights and 
fundamental freedoms’ (including freedom of speech), requires staff ‘not to 
communicate to any person any information known to them by reason of their 
official position’ - an obligation that does not cease when they retire or 
resign. 136 Exactly the same restriction applies in all other UN agencies which, 
nevertheless, look quite transparent beside the World Bank, an institution that 
has perfected the art of bureaucratic impenetrability. Here even the Governors 
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are forbidden access to some staff evaluations of particularly controversial 
projects and programmes. Regarded as ‘internal papers’, these documents are 
‘not available to governments or to the general public’. 137 Likewise documents 
prepared for the Board of Directors to enable decisions to be taken on whether 
or not to approve loans are ‘strictly confidential’ and ‘not officially available 
beyond restricted distribution’. 138 Ordinary tax-payers from Bank member 
states are permitted no access at all to any information of any kind on the 
institution other than the anodyne material that it itself chooses to publish. 

At the IMF a very wide range of data is secret, with special safeguards and 
restrictions covering staff reports on national economies, consultation reports, 
and papers presenting a member state’s request for the use of Fund resources: 
‘All such reports are confidential and may not be released, even by the member 
concerned .' U9 

Amongst the bilateral agencies, although some, like USAID, are relatively 
‘open’, others are closed tight. Britain’s Overseas Development Adminis¬ 
tration, for example, conceals the detailed information that it compiles on most 
of its projects and programmes behind the suffocating curtain of the Official 
Secrets Act. British tax-payers wishing to do nothing more sinister than visit 
the library must be escorted, must remain under supervision, and are only 
allowed to look at edited extracts of project documents (the larger parts are 
‘classified’). This hardly seems appropriate in the publicly funded aid 
administration of a major Western democracy. 

In the developing countries, too, middle-men are to be found who behave as 
though they are accountable to no one. Here they ‘represent’ the poor and are 
not aid officials but, rather, Ministers and Presidents. Unfortunately many of 
them are little more than brutal, simpering thugs and most have gained power 
not through the ballot box but via the barrel of a gun. In 1988 some twenty-nine 
developing countries in Africa, ten in South America, six in the Middle East, 
three in South Asia and ten more in the Far East were ruled by the military - 
with most of the rest labouring under one or other form of civilian tyranny. 140 

With international civil servants on the one hand, and gangsters and 
psychotics on the other, we thus have a situation in which aid agencies talk to 
governments and governments talk to aid agencies; governments also talk to 
other governments, and the aid agencies talk amongst themselves. If this is 
‘development’, then it is nothing more than a transaction between bureaucrats 
and autocrats - a deal that gets done, in the name of others, by intermediaries 
and brokers. The real principals in the affair - the tax-payers in the wealthy 
countries, and the poor in the South - are treated as though they are somehow 
incidental to the main event. 

This comprehensive alienation on a truly global scale has become a fait so 
accompli that no one now seriously questions the structure or the institutions, 
the motives or the behaviour of the development industry. In some vague and 
woolly way it is just ‘there’. 
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Beginnings 

It has not, however, been ‘there’ for very long; indeed, it is entirely a creation 
of our own life and times. Fittingly, given all the vacuous palaver that it has 
generated since, it began with two huge conferences - the founding conference 
of the United Nations which took place in San Francisco in June 1945 and, 
before that, the International Monetary Conference held at Bretton Woods, 
New Hampshire, 1-22 July 1944. 

Of the two, Bretton Woods wasby far the more significant. The primary task 
of the meeting was to lay the foundations for an open and stable monetary 
system for the post-war world. But a secondary purpose was to take steps 
towards the realisation of the ‘four freedoms’ that President Roosevelt had 
defined as the longer-term objectives of the Western allies, including ‘freedom 
from want. . . everywhere in the world’. 141 The upshot was the creation of 
both the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund. 

Neither institution was initially very active in helping to free the developing 
countries from want. 

The Fund was much more concerned with industrialised economies - and 
remained so for years. The Bank, for its part, focused its early lending on 
projects aimed at the reconstruction of post-war Europe: France, the Nether¬ 
lands, De nmar k and Luxembourg were the first four recipients of IBRD loans. 
In 1948, however, Chile joined the list and, in 1949, Mexico and Brazil 
followed suit. Thereafter, lending increasingly shifted towards the South, 
bearing out a remark made in 1949 by the World Bank’s second President, 
John J. McCloy: ‘The reconstruction phase of the Bank’s activity is largely 
over and the development phase is under way.’ 142 

At about the same time, a significant change of emphasis was also beginning 
to take place in the other great multilateral body set up at the end of the Second 
World War - the United Nations. Following the signing of the UN Charter in 
San Francisco on 26 June 1945, the organisation installed itself in its perma¬ 
nent headquarters in New York. Its immediate preoccupations were with 
consolidating the peace and contending with the huge human disruptions that 
the war had caused in Europe. As a result probably its most active department 
in the early days was the UN Relief and Rehabilitation Administration, which 
catered for refugees. When UNRRA was eventually wound up in 1947-8 most 
of its staff were transferred to other specialised agencies that were then 
emerging within the United Nations system. 143 

From then on, the concerns of the UN - like those of the World Bank - 
increasingly shifted away from Europe and began to focus instead upon the 
poor South. A key date was 4 December 1948 when the General Assembly 
drew specific attention to the lack of expert personnel and technical resources 
in what it called ‘underdeveloped areas’. 144 Under Resolution 200, it sub¬ 
sequently authorised funds to enable the Secretary General to mobilise ‘inter¬ 
national teams of experts through the United Nations to advise governments 
on economic development; to assist in training technicians in the developing 
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countries; and to assist governments in obtaining technical personnel, equip¬ 
ment and supplies in organising their development efforts’. 145 

Neither was the new focus limited to the multilateral agencies. In the USA 
President Harry Truman’s Point Four Plan, announced in 1949, called for a 
‘worldwide effort for the achievement of peace, plenty and freedom’. This call 
was predicated on the President’s view that: 

More than half the people of the world are living in conditions 
approaching misery . . . their economic life is primitive and stagnant. 
Their poverty is a handicap and a threat both to them and to more 
prosperous areas ... I believe we should make available to peace-loving 
peoples the benefits of our store of technical knowledge in order to help 
them realise their aspirations for a better life. And, in co-operation with 
other nations, we should foster capital investment in areas needing 
development. 146 

In a veiy real sense, ‘foreign aid’ had arrived; furthermore, the UN, the 
World Bank and Harry Truman all seemed to agree about what it should be 
used for: ‘development’. They also agreed that there was a specific group of 
countries that should get it. 

One consequence of this was to impose a fictitious unity upon nations that 
were widely separated in every sense - geographically, culturally, economi¬ 
cally and politically. The idea that they had something fundamental in 
common derived directly from the fact that they all came to be seen as 
eminently ‘aidable’. As the respected British economist Lord Bauer puts it: 

The Third World and its antecedents and synonyms, such as the 
underdeveloped world, the less developed world, and the developing 
world (all still used) and now also the South, are for all practical purposes 
the collection of countries whose governments, with the odd exception, 
demand and receive official aid from the West. The concept of the Third 
World or the South and the policy of official aid are inseparable. They are 
two sides of the same coin. The Third World is the creation of foreign 
aid: without foreign aid there is no Third World. 147 

Motive Forces 

While it would be convenient to believe that the decision to launch large-scale 
aid programmes was the product of clear and uniform thinking on the part of 
the industrialised nations in the post-war era, the truth is otherwise. From the 
outset a number of quite different motivations were at work - and at work side 
by side. The result, today, is that the collective psychology of aid-giving is 
schizophrenic, shot through with contradictory urges and rationalisations, 
some of which are benign, some sinister and others just plain neurotic. 

To take the case of the United States first, there was, from the very 
beginning, a strong lobby advocating aid as a moral and humanitarian virtue; 
Truman was probably the most powerful progenitor of this line of thought. 
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Another was Herbert Hoover who - at Truman’s request - made a 50,000-mile 
tour of thirty-eight countries just after the war to assess global food supplies 
and to see how surpluses from North America might be deployed. On his 
return he addressed the American people in the following stirring tones: 

Of the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, the one named War has gone. 
But Famine, Pestilence and Death are still charging over the world. 
Hunger is a silent visitor who comes like a shadow. He sits beside every 
anxious mother three times a day. He brings not alone suffering and 
sorrow, but fear and terror. He carries disorder and paralysis of govern¬ 
ment. He is more destructive than armies; not only in human life, but in 
morale. All of the values of right living melt before his invasion and every 
gain of civilisation crumbles. But we can save these people from the worst 
-if we will. 14 ® 

Not long af ter Hoover had made this high-minded appeal, other influential 
Americans were finding other reasons to save the poor from the worst. Not only 
was it morally right to do so, they pointed out, but also it could be good for 
business. In the 1950s the then President of the World Bank, Mr Eugene 
Black, travelled around the USA drumming up support for increased aid. His 
message was a simple one: 

Our foreign aid programmes constitute a distinct benefit to American 
business. The three major benefits are: (1) foreign aid provides a 
substantial and immediate market for United States goods and services; 

(2) foreign aid stimulates the development of new overseas markets for 
United States’ companies; (3) foreign aid orients national economies 
towards a free enterprise system in which United States firms can 

149 

prosper. 

Similarly, in 1964, Senator McGovern had this to say: ‘The people we assist 
today will become our customers tomorrow ... An enormous market for 
American produce of all kinds will come into being if India can achieve half the 
productivity of Canada.’ 150 

And not only India, of course. Between 1945 and 1950, Pakistan, Ceylon, 
Burma, the Philippines, Indonesia, Jordan, Syria and the Lebanon had also 
became independent nations open to US commercial penetration. In 1954 
Cambodia, Laos and a divided Vietnam became self-governing, and in 1957 
Malaya won its independence from Britain. In Africa, Libya became indepen¬ 
dent during the 1950s, the former Italian colony of Eritrea joined with Ethiopia 
and, in i960, the former British and Italian Somalilands united to form the 
Somali Republic. At about the same time Sudan, Morocco, Tunisia and Egypt 
were removed from imperial control. The Gold Coast was transformed into 
independent Ghana. Togoland, the Cameroons and Guinea soon followed to 
independence. In the Caribbean, Puerto Rico and the Netherlands Antilles 
achieved new styles of self-government, and the Federation of the British West 
Indies approached independence within the Commonwealth. 
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The majority of these newly independent nations, and many others soon to 
join them, were deeply impoverished. Truman and Hoover had already 
defined this as an outrage to morality. Black and McGovern had drawn 
attention to the benefits for American entrepreneurs that aid could bring. Now 
the Cold War provided a new incentive. In the view of Washington policy¬ 
makers there was a grave danger that - lef t to their own devices - the emergent 
states might fall under communist domination. This danger had to be averted at 
all costs; aid quickly came to be seen as the means to achieving this political end. 

Thus, Senator Hubert Humphrey in 1957: ‘I have heard that people may 
become dependent on us for food. To me that is good news - because before 
people can do anything they have got to eat. And if you are looking for a way to 
get people to lean on you and be dependent on you, in terms of their 
co-operation with you, it seems to me that food dependence would be 
terrific.’ 151 Likewise, President Kennedy in 1961: ‘Foreign aid is a method by 
which the United States maintains a position of influence and control around 
the world and sustains a good many countries which would definitely collapse 
or pass into the communist bloc.’ 152 Seven years later President Nixon added: 
‘Let us remember that the main purpose of aid is not to help other nations but 
to help ourselves. ’ 153 

Tothemishmash of American motives for giving aid, the wealthy industrial¬ 
ised nations of Europe soon added another important element: guilt. Unlike 
the United States, they had been deeply involved in the countries of the South 
for many years and, in some cases, for centuries. As the winds of change began 
to blow and as the process of decolonisation quickened in the 1950s and 1960s, 
they increasingly found themselves blamed for the poverty of their former 
possessions. Kwame Nkrumah, the first President of Ghana, was an eloquent 
spokesman for this point of view. The colonial powers, he thundered, 

were all rapacious; they all subserved the needs of the subject lands to 
their own demands; they all circumscribed human rights and liberties; 
they all repressed and despoiled, degraded and oppressed. They took our 
lands, our lives, our resources and our dignity. Without exception, they 
left us nothing but our resentment... It was when they had gone and 
we were faced with the stark realities - as in Ghana on the morrow of our 
independence - that the destitution of the land after long years of colonial 
rule was brought sharply home to us. 154 

Such accusations found a receptive audience in countries like France, 
Britain and Italy, which had been the dominant colonial powers, and it is no 
coincidence that most of them greatly increased - and formalised - their 
bilateral aid during this period. It was in 1962 that the Development Assistance 
Committee of the OECD was formed; around the same time France set up its 
Ministry of Development Co-operation and Britain its Ministry of Overseas 
Development (now Overseas Development Administration). 

Meanwhile the mea culpas and the self-flagellations of the erstwhile imperial¬ 
ists grew strident. In Britain in 1969, for example, Cyril Connolly wrote: ‘It is a 


7i 



Lords of Poverty 

wonder that the white man is not more thoroughly detested than he is ... In 
our dealings with every single country, greed, masked by hypocrisy, led to 
unscrupulous coercion of native inhabitants . . . Cruelty, greed and arro¬ 
gance . . . characterised what can be summed up in one word, exploitation.’ 155 
Likewise a pamphlet published by Cambridge University students in the early 
1970s proclaimed: ‘We took the rubber from Malaya, the tea from India, raw 
materials from all over the world and gave almost nothing in return.’ 156 

It was in such a fashion, through guilt, that Europeans at a particular 
moment in their history came to see foreign aid as a vehicle of restitution, of 
righting past wrongs, of buying pardon. No doubt, in a perverse and masochis¬ 
tic sort of way, this was immensely satisfying to all concerned. The net result, 
however, when thrown together with the stew of American intentions, was that 
the international aid process became a seething pot-pouni of humanitarian- 
ism, commercial self-interest, strategic calculation and bad conscience - a 
perfect recipe for all the contradictions, confusion and pathological disorders 
with which aid-giving is afflicted to this day. 

Bureaucratic Survivalism 

Over the years the problem has been made infinitely worse by the conduct of 
the aid bureaucracies themselves. They have sycophantically nourished and 
indulged the abiding motivational psychoses of the donor governments and 
they have added their own touches of irrationality, indecision, compulsive 
behaviour, greed, caprice, muddle and disorientation. 

The most important element in this is that all the institutions of Develop¬ 
ment Incorporated, whether bilateral or multilateral, seem to have at least one 
thing in common: an uncanny ability to sense the prevailing mood in the donor 
countries and to adapt themselves to it. This is a genuine family characteristic, 
a genetic trait that programmes each and every one of them for survival: if 
humanitarianism is in the air, then they will make humanitarian statements; if 
environmental movements seem to be g ainin g political support, then the 
agencies will inject some ecology into their rhetoric; they will also - as and 
when required - make the necessary noises to assuage national guilt complexes, 
to pander to security neuroses, and even to emphasise the profit motive if that 
seems expedient. Meanwhile, if welfare-statism is on the ascendant in the 
donor countries, the aid agencies will highlight their own rdle in the inter¬ 
national redistribution of wealth and, like as not, will seem to see central 
p lannin g as an important factor in the development process. If conservative 
values are enjoying a resurgence on the other hand, then notions like ‘struc¬ 
tural adjustment’ will be promulgated, the virtues of private enterprise will be 
extolled and ‘market forces’ will be assigned a god-like omnipotence. 

The variations and possibilities are virtually infinite. As a result, since the 
Second World War, the aid industry has, at one time or another, appeared to 
believe all of the following things: 

• That progress in the poor countries will only be achieved through rapid, 
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high-tech industrialisation administered by central-planning boards 
under the aegis of the state; after a few years the benefits will ‘trickle 
down’ to the poor; 

• Ditto, except that state control and central planning are inefficient and 
that private entrepreneurs must be given a free hand in the industrialis¬ 
ation process; 

• That the industrialisation drive has been premature and that progress in 
poor countries can in fact only be achieved by boosting agriculture - 
since this is the real economic base of the majority of people in the 
majority of developing countries; 

• That agriculture is best boosted by supporting large-scale farms; 

• That agriculture is best boosted by supporting small farmers; 

• That wealth will not trickle down to the poor and that, therefore, 
development must be ‘bottom-up’ in design rather than vice versa; 

• That the main focus of development should be on meeting the ‘basic 
needs’ of poor and vulnerable groups through the provision of primary 
health care, village-level education systems, food subsidies, etc.; 

• That it may, unfortunately, be necessary to neglect the basic needs of poor 
and vulnerable groups in order to achieve ‘structural adjustment’ to a 
hostile international economic environment; 

• That it is possible to have ‘adjustment with a human face’ that achieves 
austerity goals but that also builds in protections for the poorest; 

• That it is impossible to have adjustment and growth at the same time; 

• That it is after all possible to have adjustment and growth at the same 
time. 

The various beliefs and ideas contained in these statements - plus a great 
many others - have not succeeded one another in any kind of smooth 
chronological order. Sometimes two or three notions of what development is 
really all about have co-existed for a year or so - with, for example, USAID 
advocating a ‘trickle down’ approach while the ILO emphasises ‘bottom-up’ 
projects. Sometimes - as with the basic-needs philosophy which enjoyed its 
heyday in the late 1970s - agencies have disagreed on implementation al¬ 
though not on the principle: UNICEF and WHO, for instance, have frequently 
argued over primary health care methodologies. 

These little inconsistencies, however, have occurred within broadly ident¬ 
ifiable - and constantly changing - currents of thought and action. Indeed, the 
truth is that notions on how aid should be used to promote development have, 
since the 1940s, been at least as subject to the whims of fashion as the length of 
men’s hair or the hemlines of women’s skirts. In order to comply with the latest 
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fad - however ephemeral - no institutional contortion act has proved to be 
too difficult for Development Incorporated to perform, no principle has 
turned out to be so rigid that it could not be bent, no manifesto has been 
prepared with such rigour that it could not later be rewritten, and no pledge 
has been felt to be of such a fundamental nature that it could not subsequently 
be broken. 

If we were dealing here simply with academic theories, then none of this 
would matter very much. The problem is that every shift in mainstream 
thought about what development is supposed to be sooner or later finds 
pragmatic expression in projects ‘in the field’, and the shape of such projects is 
obviously crucially influenced by the policies of the donor agencies. The fact 
that these policies change radically - sometimes over quite short time-periods - 
means inevitably that there is a lack of coherence in the development drive: 
rather than being a concerted and determined effort to achieve clear and agreed 
objectives, what we actually end up with is something that stops and starts, 
lurches forward and then doubles back, kangaroo-hops in a particular direc¬ 
tion one year and then veers off drunkenly in quite another the next. 

Development is thus a very long way from being an exact science: no 
practitioner can honestly put his hand on his heart and swear that he knows 
that any particular approach will work - that, for example, ‘adjustment with a 
human face’ is going to be better than just plain old adjustment, or that a 
gung-ho effort to meet the basic needs of the poor is going to be a worthwhile 
improvement on large-scale industrialisation. Every new strategy is as tenta¬ 
tive as the one that went before it; indeed, the very fact that development 
strategies do keep changing is a tacit admission of the failure (or anyway lack of 
success) of earlier efforts. 

The real failure, however, is symbolised by the continued existence of the 
aid agencies themselves: if they were doing a proper job of promoting 
development in the Third World, then, presumably, they should have put 
themselves out of business by now. Over almost fifty years they should have 
dealt systematically with the problems that they were established to solve, 
closed up shop and stopped spending tax-payers’ money. 

They have done no such thing, however. On the contrary, they have 
managed to stay firmly on the scene despite the rapid changes that have taken 
place in the post-war world. Neither have they simply, doggedly persisted: 
the majority have grown from year to year with ever bigger budgets, ever 
more projects to administer and ever more staff on their ever-expanding 
payrolls. 

Employed to serve the poor, these staff rank ironically amongst the best-paid 
professionals on earth. Their mission is to work for the deprived - and yet they 
themselves enjoy an astonishingly rich and diverse range of perks and privi¬ 
leges. They never cease to advocate the cause of the weak and the lowly; para¬ 
doxically, however, many amongst those who speak most movingly at the 
glittering international gatherings have acquired great personal power and 
prestige and are hopelessly addicted to the trappings of status and authority. 
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Patricians at public expense, they thus have the strongest possible vested 
interest in preserving a status quo in which aid continues to flow through 
their fingers. 

The next chapter takes a detailed look at one branch of this aristocracy of 
mercy. 
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PART THREE 


The Aristocracy 
of Mercy 


. . . everywhere 

The ceremony of innocence is drowned; 
The best lack all conviction, while the worst 
Are full of passionate intensity. 

W. B. Yeats, The Second Coming 




W HY do people work in development? 

Most that I have talked to during the preparation of this book cite a 
variety of reasons. In the case of Europeans and Americans, the ‘desire to help’ 
was mentioned fairly frequently: ‘It’s nice if you can work and help other 
people at the same time,’ said one fairly typical aid official. However this was 
rarely the only - or even the principal - motivation. 

There were a number of people who were clearly ‘in it for the money’ - a 
consultant, for example, who boasted that he had mastered the UN’s system 
for allocating contracts. 

It’s all done by computer [he told me]. They have this list of names of 
likely consultants for each kind of job. You have to make sure that your 
name is on that list and you have to make sure that the experience and 
qualifications in your CV slot into the various categories that the 
computer has been programmed to like . . . I’ve never been without a 
contract for more than a few weeks in the last ten years and I reckon I can 
keep going that way well into the twenty-first century. 

Did he care where he was sent, or on what sort of projects he was employed? 
‘Not a bit. This is just a business for me . . . you have to know how to work the 
system, that’s all.’ 

Pragmatic attitudes also prevailed amongst Africans and Asians who had 
landed work in the aid business. In most cases, they told me candidly, a job in 
the UN or in one of the development banks paid them at least ten times as much 
- and sometimes a hundred times as much - as they could possibly hope to earn 
in government service in their home countries. ‘A completely different 
lifestyle,’ one New York-based Pakistani admitted in his luxury apartment 
above the Hudson River. ‘I won’t try to pretend that I took this job out of 
idealism ... the money was very important to me.’ On his living-room wall 
was a framed certificate from Pan Am’s Clipper Club confirming that he had 
flown more than 100,000 miles in the last year. ‘It pays to buy your tickets for 
official travel from the same airline wheneveryou can,’ he confided. ‘They have 
these promotions that give you free flights when you’ve clocked up enough 
miles . . . I’m planning a round-the-world holiday.’ 
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Even for Europeans and Americans, salaries in the aid business are generally 
much higher than they might expect to earn in other lines of work. The fringe 
benefits of overseas postings also represent considerable inducements to join 
the development set: ‘You get a free furnished house and all the related costs 
are paid as well - water, electricity, etc. In one country they gave us our own 
generator so that we wouldn’t have to do without light when there were power 
cuts.’ 

A popular perk provided to almost all fieldworkers is a lavish freight 
allowance ‘to enable you to ship household goods out from home to the 
developing country you are going to work in and then to ship them back again 
at the end of your tour of duty’. One AID employee told me: ‘You get a list of 
packers and movers from the agency and you’re allowed 250 pounds of air 
freight and 1,500 pounds of sea freight per person, plus an additional allowance 
of 2,500 pounds for consumables - mainly paper products and food. Your 
furniture’s already there, of course, and they also ship a car for you free of 
charge.’ 

Another AID official who had just returned from an overseas assignment 
showed me his cellar with some pride: it contained thousands of rolls of toilet 
paper stacked as high as the ceiling and occupying about half the floor space. 
‘It’ll be years before we have to buy another roll,’ he said. ‘These were paid for 
by AID, shipped out to our house in Africa by AID and then shipped back here 
again at the end of the job.’ His Washington home was lavishly furnished with 
batiks, rattan chairs, carvings and other ‘ethnic’ items from his various foreign 
tours of duty - ‘all shipped home free’. 

Development workers that I talked to in some of the worst hell-holes in the 
Third World admitted that their reasons for being there were often more 
financial than idealistic: ‘I hate this country,’ said one, ‘but that’s why I’m 
here.’ Pressed on this point, she told me: 

The main reason that people accept a job in a place like this is so they can 
stash away money - and I’m stashing away a small fortune. Because it’s 
classified as a hardship post, I’m automatically on 25 per cent above the 
basic salary for my grade. In addition it’s a Muslim country, which 
means we work on Sundays - and that gets me another 25 per cent. My 
housing’s paid, food is cheap and there’s really nothing much else to 
spend money on, so I’m building up a nest-egg. 

Initially to my surprise, I found that a disproportionately large number of 
elderly (and in some cases almost geriatric) officials were employed in hardship 
posts. Their reasons for being there were simple: ‘My pension is calculated on 
the annual salary that I earn in my last three years,’ explained one. ‘By working 
here I get 25 per cent more than I would in other, more comfortable duty 
stations. If I can stick it out I’ll get a correspondingly bigger pension.’ 

Some of the people I interviewed were virtually unemployable outside the 
aid business. A British geologist, for instance, had never succeeded in getting a 
full-time job in the UK in which he could use his training but had managed to 
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land several lucrative contracts overseas with United Nations agencies. 
‘There’s not much demand for my kind of skills in Britain any more,’ he told 
me. ‘I’ve tried, but I just can’t get work. That means I have a simple choice: 
either I’m at home and on social security or I’m abroad earning a good living 
from the UN . . . Which would you opt for?’ 

It is the staff of the voluntary agencies like Oxfam or Save the Children F und 
who most frequently cite altruistic and humanitarian concerns as being their 
plain or only reasons for going to the Third World; this is perhaps why they are 
prepared to put up with by far the lowest salaries and by far the worst working 
conditions in the development industry. ‘I was just so infuriated that people 
should be starving in Africa,’ said one, ‘and I thought that I could help.’ Others 
were more overtly political, or idealistic: ‘It’s wrong that some people should 
have so much and others should have so little... I know it sounds naive, but 
I want to do my bit to end injustice.’ 

Such romanticism, however - and perhaps predictably - seems to be less and 
less of a factor the older the subject is. Amongst fieldworkers in the voluntary 
sector I have found repeatedly that a timidity begins to creep into their 
behaviour around the age of thirty, that the early ‘fire’ dies down and that the 
individual becomes more reflective, adopts a certain gravity of posture, and 
seems to weigh his or her remarks carefully before uttering them. 

What is happening here is that these people are beginning to consider their 
own careers. Quite understandably they want to have children, or to own a 
house (or both), and would definitely like to earn a little more money and have 
some kind of secure future. If they have spent the first five, or seven, or ten 
years of their working lives supervising irrigation projects or carrying out 
nutritional surveys in the Third World, however, then the unfortunate reality 
is that their options as ‘civilians’ back home are very limited - and virtually 
non-existent if they have an ambition to continue ‘helping the poor’. They 
begin, as a result, to look at the possibility of a job in one or other of the various 
official aid organisations. 

For the upwardly mobile Peace Corps volunteer, for instance, a position 
with the Agency for International Development looks like a logical ‘career 
move’ offering higher status and a far better salary: as a result, today, more 
than 500 full-time AID staffers were formerly in the Corps. 1 Similarly, in 
Britain, a job with the Overseas Development Administration holds many 
attractions for an Oxfam or a Christian Aid worker, or for a returned VSO. 
Again, an effective promotion is involved with no immediate penalty to pay in 
terms of your basic idealism - you get more money, you get much more 
security and you still get the great feeling that comes from doing something 
‘worthwhile’ for mankind. 

It is the United Nations, however, rather than any of the bilateral aid 
bureaucracies, that offers the best prospect of a lasting compromise between 
altruism and self-interest. Whether you get a job in the Food and Agriculture 
Organisation, in UNDP, in UNICEF or in any of the other agencies of the 
system, you will be entering a career that pays you a colossal salary to go on 
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doing ‘humanitarian’ and ‘socially valuable’ work and that, furthermore, does 
so against a backdrop of liberal and progressive ideas with which you can feel 
comfortable. 

Although smaller in resources, than, say, the World Bank or even USAID, 
there is no doubt that the United Nations system successfully presents itself as 
the moral centre of the development business. Guided by the lofty and 
principled terms of its Charter, it has become involved in an astonishingly wide 
range of ‘good works’. Its numerous specialised agencies and other organs have 
established their principal offices in cities like New York, Geneva, Rome, 
Vienna and Paris; these in turn are provided with ‘field support’ in the 
developing countries by a total of 620 duty stations; 2 as a result acronyms like 
UNHCR, UNDP, FAO, WHO, UNICEF, WFP, UNFPA and UNEP have 
become household names in many remote and impoverished places - a sort of 
alphabet soup for the disadvantaged to drink from. Officials claim that over 90 
per cent of the UN’s activities are now focused on the promotion of economic 
and social development in the poor South: some 5,000 separate projects benefit 
from expertise and funding provided by UNDP; millions of refugees in 
thousands of camps get aid and protection from UNHCR; supplies and 
equipment are provided to some 300,000 health and day-care centres and 
schools by UNICEF. 3 

The great majority of idealistic charity workers and volunteers that I have 
encountered in the Third World thus nourish a none-too-secret ambition to 
‘graduate’ to the United Nations - which they tend to see as doing in a bigger 
and more prestigious way the same kinds of thing that they themselves 
have been doing all along. Furthermore, their working lives in Africa, Asia 
or wherever have brought them into daily contact with UN staff - with 
whom they frequently co-operate on the same projects - and they have been 
able to learn how very high the standard of living can be in the inter¬ 
national civil service. This close contact with the ‘other half’ inevitably has 
an impact on their own thinking and ambitions. As one Oxfam nutritionist 
told me: 

I’ve discovered that people with exactly the same qualifications and 
experience as me who are lucky enough to be employed by UNICEF or 
WHO instead of by Oxfam are earning three or four times as much as I 
am. Well, I want what they have... I want the villa and the car and the 
two servants. I want to be able to save some money at the end of every 
month. I don’t think that’s unreasonable, do you? I’ve been working in 
the field for five years now - a bloody hard slog and nothing to show for it. 

I think I deserve something better. 

There was a time in my own life when I wanted to work for the UN. My 
motives, then, were the classic mixture of goodwill and personal calculation: 
the feeling that, within the world body, I could fully satisfy my own idealism 
and also reduce my overdraft at the bank, that I could benefit both myself and 
others at the same time, that - in short -1 could have my cake and eat it, too. I 
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went as far as requesting an application form. In the end, however, I did not fill 
it in. 

The background to this lay in the 1970s, when I was one of the editors of 
New Internationalist magazine and had a great deal of contact with UNICEF 
and with the United Nations Fund for Population Activities (UNFPA). The 
NI had won lucrative contracts to undertake publicity work for both these 
agencies - notably the writing and production of press kits on children’s and 
population issues which we mailed out to the international media and which 
generated very wide and positive coverage. I worked on these contracts for a 
couple of years and thoroughly enjoyed myself. For quite a while afterwards I 
continued to regard the UN system as a sort of Utopia and I saw UNICEF in 
particular, with its crusading message, as a beacon of decency and reasonable¬ 
ness in an unjust and cruel world. 

Both UNICEF and UNFPA have their headquarters in New York, so that 
was where I was called for the rather frequent ‘consultations’ required by the 
clients. In what I much later came to realise was true United Nations style I 
used to jet back and forth across the Atlantic Ocean as though air tickets were 
no more valuable than bus tickets or a subway pass. 

One minute I would be in the NT’s poky offices in rural Oxfordshire, the 
next a call would come in from New York querying a paragraph or a sentence 
and off I would go to Heathrow airport, to the (increasingly familiar) cabin 
of the 747, and thence to Kennedy and to the Big Apple itself. I would check 
into the Tudor Hotel on East 42nd Street (‘Have a good day, sir’), sleep off my 
jet-lag and, the next morning, take a stroll over to United Nations Plaza to look 
at the massed flags waving outside the General Assembly before going on to 
complete the pleasurable little job that I had been called to this wonderful place 
to attend to. 

I acquired an American Express card during this amazing period (‘never 
leave home without it’) and, for the first time in my life, began to regard 
international travel as a normal, everyday sort of thing rather than as a privilege 
and a luxury. I became familiar with dozens of bars and restaurants in New 
York, had my favourite places for ‘brunch’ and made many new and interest¬ 
ing friends. What was most stimulating of all, I think, was the uplifting 
atmosphere of idealism that seemed to prevail within both UNICEF and 
UNFPA - the feeling that all the problems of the world were somehow solvable 
and that we were the ones who were going to solve them. 

Most distinctly of all, I remember walking out from the Tudor Hotel one 
bright winter morning and pausing to read the quotation from Isaiah that is 
carved into a wall opposite UN headquarters: ‘They shall beat their swords into 
plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks: nation shall not lift up sword 
against nation; neither shall they leam war any more.’ 

At the time that simple message moved me to tears. It was only years later 
that I came to realise what spurious cant it in fact is for the majority of the UN’s 
50,000 employees, 4 how cynical many of them have become, and the great 
extent to which most merely go through the motions of working for a better 
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world. The atmosphere of idealism that had once so uplifted me is, I now 
understand, just a veneer or - worse than that - a mere stage set, a one¬ 
dimensional facade that shouldn’t fool anybody. Behind it there is almost 
nothing at all. 

Whatever noble mission the United Nations may once have had has, I am 
now convinced, long since been forgotten in the rapid proliferation of its 
self-perpetuating bureaucracies - in the seemingly endless process by which 
empires have been created within the system by ambitious and greedy men and 
then staffed by time-servers and sycophants. Rather than encouraging humil¬ 
ity and dedication, the world body’s structure seems actively to reward 
self-seeking behaviour and to provide staff with many opportunities to abuse 
the grave responsibilities with which they have been entrusted. 

Rotten from the Top Down? 

Evidence of this rot can be found at all levels but is most blatant at the very top 
with the Directors General (sometimes also called Executive Directors) of the 
bigger agencies. Amongst the few ‘elected’ officials in the United Nations 
system, these men (and they are all men) are voted into their jobs by delegates 
of member states, normally at intervals of five or six years. Once installed they 
acquire massive discretionary power over development programmes that affect 
the lives of milli ons of poor people - a power that is symbolised by the range of 
perquisites that come with high office: the black chauffeur-driven limousine 
with motor-cycle outriders, the retinue of fawning retainers, automatic access 
to VIP lounges at airports, the attentive ear of elder statesmen around the 
world. 

In terms of the protocol that surrounds them, the budgets that they have at 
their disposal, and their ability to exert direct influence over the lives of others, 
agency chiefs seem to have more in common with Presidents, or perhaps even 
with royalty, than they do with other members of the human race. Of one it has 
been said: 

His style was that of a little Napoleon. As his car drove up to the front 
entrance the porters would stand deferentially with the glass doors open; 
another porter would be scurrying across the length of the main hall to 
the special lift so that its doors would beopenbythe time the DG reached 
it. If he was feeling angry he was liable to stride quickly through, his eyes 
baleful and tail lashing; if hefelteasy he could show such casual charm to 
a porter, a passing typist or anyone else he happened to run into, thatthey 
passed the day basking in the glow. 5 

Those who have made it to the top in the development business seem 
invariably to want to stay there. In 1988 the heads of the World Health 
Organisation and the International Labour Office had both held office for 
almost two decades. The year before, a titanic struggle had taken place at the 
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation and at the 
Food and Agriculture Organisation as the long-serving bosses of these two 
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institutions fought tooth and nail to keep their jobs in the face of strong 
Western opposition to either of them getting a third term. The upshot, in 
November 1987, was that Ahmadou Mahtar M’Bow, the Senegalese Director 
General of UNESCO, was replaced by Federico Mayor of Spain. FAO’s 
Director General, Edouard Saouma, on the other hand, was reappointed and 
could look forward to six more years of unchallenged supremacy at the helm of 
the UN’s largest specialised agency. Here, in the words of one observer: ‘He 
can, and often does, decide over life and death in the middle of famine.’ 6 

Mr Saouma’s record in the fulfilment of this awesome responsibility is not an 
unblemished one. That, in itself, is hardly surprising, since everyone makes 
mistakes. However, some extremely grave charges have been levelled against 
him and it is difficult to turn a blind eye to all of these. For example, it is alleged 
that in 1984, at the height of the Ethiopian famine, Saouma held back food aid 
for twenty days at a time when emergency consignments were urgently 
required. According to testimony from other FAO officials and from the 
former Ethiopian Relief and Rehabilitation Commissioner Dawit Wolde- 
Giorgis, this delay occurred simply because Saouma disliked Tessema Negash, 
then Ethiopia’s Assistant Delegate to FAO, and wanted him removed from 
office: only when Negash was recalled to Addis Ababa was the food released. In 
Dawit’s own words: 

I went [to FAO headquarters in Rome] and tried to brief [Saouma] on 
what was going on in Ethiopia ... He interrupted the discussion and 
told me that our representative was not a very likeable person. . . that it 
would be very difficult for him to really co-operate with the Ethiopian 
government as long as we had Tessema Negash as our FAO representa¬ 
tive . . . There I was trying to brief a senior UN official about the 
impending disaster and the number of people dying every day and I was 
confronted with personal problems. . . that was sickening. 7 

When I approached Saouma in 1989 for an interview to clarify this and other 
matters, he declared himself unable to receive me because of his ‘many 
commitments’. I was, however, sent a duplicated press handout in which the 
accusations concerning Ethiopia were strenuously denied. I would have been 
more convinced if I had been given the opportunity to question Saouma face to 
face. 

Be this as it may, more general criticisms of FAO’s Director General were 
also in the air at the time of his re-election. These criticisms - all of which 
Saouma rejected as untrue - concerned his management style, particularly 
disliked by the US government. According to a State Department telegram 
sent out to all embassies in October 1987: ‘Edouard Saouma’s . . . highly 
personalised leadership ... at FAO ... has sapped the initiative of the 
Secretariat and its willingness to make decisions. Continuation of that sort of 
leadership would be likely to diminish the organisation’s effectiveness.’ 8 In a 
less restrained vein, one senior Canadian official accused the FAO chief of 
practising ‘terror tactics’, 9 while the former Canadian Minister of Agriculture, 
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Eugene Whelan, remarked that ‘any similarity between what we know in a 
democratic country and running the FAO is purely coincidental’. 10 Britain 
refrained from direct censure but on several occasions made plain its view that 
heads of UN agencies ‘should not serve more than two terms’. 11 

Interestingly enough, despite the fact that he was seeking re-election fora 
third term, Saouma went on record during his campaign to state that he, too, 
was ‘for the principle’ that UN chiefs should serve only two terms in office. He 
argued that he was making an exception to this important rule in his own case 
only because he felt that FAO needed an experienced hand at the helmduring a 
period when the Organisation was experiencing a liquidity crisis. 12 

When Saouma first took office in November 1975, FAO’s statutes expressly 
stipulated that the Director General should serve only one term of just four 
years. From the outset, the new incumbent lobbied busily with representatives 
of member states to allow multiple six-year terms of office and, in 1977, FAO’s 
annual conference adopted a resolution to this effect. This achieved, according 
to one former FAO official: ‘Saouma, equipped with all the prerogatives and 
opportunities open to him as Director General’, began ‘campaigning for 
re-election - a state of affairs that was to have been ruled out by the provision 
that serving a further term was not allowed’. 13 

Having benefited from a change in the rules that enabled him to compete a 
second time, Mr Saouma was also in due course rewarded by the United 
Nations system for starting his campaign early, when he came up for re- 
election in November 1981 he was adopted as the sole candidate and was 
returned to office by a majority of 138 votes to one. 14 

Thereafter he focused his energies for several years on extending his control 
over the Organisation and its vast resources. In the process FAO became 
increasingly secretive and unwilling to provide information on its projects and 
programmes or even on the exact size and disposition of its staff. 15 At the same 
time, however, Saouma sought ever larger and more lavish budgets - which 
showed a rate of growth of 63 per cent between 1980 and 1984, triple that of 
other UN development agencies during this period. 16 By mid-decade the 
organisation was spending in excess of $1.5 million every day - to little effect in 
the opinion of many; more than two-thirds of its staff were to be found at their 
desks in Rome rather than working on agricultural projects in the developing 
countries. 17 Commenting on this state of affairs, one exasperated Western 
delegate hinted that a withdrawal of financial support from FAO would be 
likely if Saouma were to get a third term in office: ‘At least six of us will decide 
that enough is enough. It’s not that we want control, but we are responsible to 
our tax-payers and our tax-payers are entitled to an organisation which actually 
helps people grow food.’ 18 

Western opposition like this, which had been non-existent in 1981, saw toit 
that Saouma was not allowed to fight the 1987 election uncontested. Initially 
two alternative candidates were put up: Senor Gonzalo Bula Hoyos of 
Colombia and Mr Moise Mensah of Benin. During a year of intense lobbying 
by all three, however, it gradually became clear that Saouma was going to win 


86 



The Aristocracy of Mercy 

again. Bula Hoyos pulled out before the election took place and, in the final 
ballot, Moise Mensah attracted only fifty-nine votes to Saouma’s ninety-four. 19 

The secret of Saouma’s success was spelled out in no uncertain terms by 
Senor Bula Hoyos when he resigned his own candidacy: ‘He always travels 
with his cheque book,’ the disappointed Colombian complained, ‘and he can 
buy favours and votes simply by asking governments “Which project do you 
want?”’ 20 

Saouma categorically rejects such allegations. It is a fact, however, that 
FAO’s electoral system allows the delegate from a poor aid-receiving country - 
Djibouti, for example, or Togo - as much weight as the vote of the delegate 
from a rich aid-giving country like the United States or Britain; it follows that 
the logical technique in such an election is to woo small nations which could use 
a bit of extra assistance. 

Amongst the more formidable weapons in Saouma’s re-election arsenal - 
according to his detractors - was one that he had designed and fashioned 
himself during his first term of office: FAO’s Technical Co-operation Pro¬ 
gramme, now worth approximately $40 million a year, about half of which is 
spent on capital goods (a departure from FAO’s normal technical-assistance 
practices). Attribution of projects under this programme is very much at the 
Director General’s personal discretion: something, critics charge, that makes 
them ideal as rewards to faithful delegates. Saouma has classified the list of 
beneficiary countries as a ‘top secret’ internal document; it is, as a result, not 
available to journalists or the general public. Following his 1981 re-election, 
however, a number of leaks confirmed that TCP projects around that time did 
go to the more ardent supporters of his sole candidacy. 21 In the 1987 election, 
delegates from the member states of the Organisation of African Unity were the 
crucial group of voters because they were expected to ensure Saouma’s ouster 
by backing Mr Mensah. They were swayed from doing so, however, possibly 
by the prospects of special largesse under the Technical Co-operation Pro¬ 
gramme. According to diplomats no more than a dozen of the fifty African 
nations in the end cast their vote for the African candidate. 22 FAO denies any 
suggestion that TCP funds are used to buy votes and points out that a panel of 
independent consultants judged the Programme to be ‘both timely and 
relevant to the urgent needs of member countries’ , 23 

Mr Saouma’s third six-year term in office is worth a significant sum of money 
to him personally: $813,276 net, excluding fringe benefits. 24 Not even his most 
impassioned detractors suggest that his single-minded pursuit of re-election 
was motivated entirely - or even mainly - by an urge to keep his hands on the 
Director General’s fat pay packet; it has been pointed out by more than one, 
however, that there is something troublingly anomalous about running a 
development agency and at the same time earning so much. This, as simply 
stated by Raymond Lloyd - who himself resigned from FAO in disgust after 
twenty years’ service - is ‘the paradox of working for the poor and under¬ 
privileged from a position of wealth and power’. 25 

It is a paradox that is undoubtedly heightened by the style of FAO’s 
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autocratic Director General. He insists on being called ‘Your Excellency’, and 
occupies an office that would do justice to an Oriental potentate. He also 
displays some of the vanity that often comes with high office: television 
cameramen who have filmed interviews with him say that he has a professional 
make-up artist attached to his staff whose job it is to powder, brush and groom 
him before he goes on the air. 

More generally, the way that business is conducted at the agency’s Rome 
headquarters seems to be an extension of the Director General’s dominant 
personality. Visitors to the six-storey white marble ministerial palace near the 
ancient Colosseum only get past the private army of patrolling security guards 
if they can prove that they have appointments; once inside they are required to 
wear coloured tags indicating their destination. In the case of journalists an 
escort from the press room is provided - presumably to ensure that no 
‘snooping’ takes place and that officials talked to give the right answers to 
questions. Several senior members of staff have been suspended for making 
‘unauthorised statements’ to the press and Saouma maintains additional 
control over the flow of public information about FAO by denying his more 
outspoken critics any access to headquarters. Meanwhile the agency’s informa¬ 
tion division disposes of more than $12 million a year 26 producing lavish 
brochures and reports extolling - in full colour - the virtues of FAO’s services 
to the dispossessed and the disadvantaged. 

One gets the sense from all this of an institution that has lost its way, 
departed from its original mandate, become confused about its place in the 
world - about what exactly it is doing, and why. Neither is FAO exceptional in 
this regard: throughout the United Nations system the goal of helping the 
world’s poor to achieve a better life often ends up being relegated to second or 
third place - or completely forgotten. At all levels, staff show a tendency to 
become sidetracked, indeed obsessed, by issues of a personal nature: notably 
their pay and their privileges. 

Cut Costs but not Fringe Benefits 

One New York-based professional working for the UN, for example, was 
certainly not advocating greater concern about hunger in Africa or demanding 
that more be done to reduce mortality rates amongst the poor of Asia when he 
recently incited his colleagues to action with the words, ‘Let us march today, 
my friends, let us show our anger.’ His outrage was reserved for something 
much closer to home: a suggestion that parking charges in the garage beneath 
the UN’s East River headquarters should be increased from $20 to $80 per 
month. New York residents not lucky enough to work for the international 
civil service face bills at private garages ranging from $220 to over $300 a 
month. 27 

Pressure on the United Nations to oblige its staff to pay something 
approaching an economic rate for their parking - and to relinquish other perks 
as well - is part of a broader campaign being mounted by critics of the 
organisation who include a growing caucus of American Congressmen and 
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Senators. Traditionally the source of 25 per cent of all UN funds, the United 
States government began in the mid-1980s to demand more accountability 
from the world body with regard to how it disposes of its budgets. This move 
was based on a strong feeling that the USA was being ‘taxed without represent¬ 
ation’ in the General Assembly where - as in FAO - its vote on budgetary 
matters carried no more weight than that of any of the other 159 member 
nations. 

In order to remedy this, the 1985 Kassebaum Amendment to the Foreign 
Relations Authorisation Act stipulates that the USA should pay no more than 
20 per cent of the assessed annual budget of the United Nations or of any of its 
agencies that do not adopt weighted voting procedures on ‘matters of budget¬ 
ary consequence’ - i.e. that persist in not allowing Americans a say in how the 
dollars they provide are spent. 28 One of the main reasons given for the 
introduction of the Amendment was the UN’s decision to build a $73 million 
conference centre in Ethiopia at a time when the famine in that country was at 
its height. Senator Kassebaum summed up US objections when she said: ‘The 
cost of the first phase of this building will be $73.5 million, of which the United 
States share will be 25 per cent... it will cost us $18.5 million to pay for that 
conference centre in Ethiopia so that they can stand on the twenty-ninth floor 
and watch the rest of the country starve to death. ,29 

Shortly after Kassebaum, Congress dealt the United Nations another body 
blow in the form of the Gramm-Rudman Act of December 1985. The intent of 
this Act was to balance the US budget through the imposition of progressive 
cuts in government spending over the five years up to 1991. As far as spending 
on the United Nations was concerned, this meant that the USA withheld a 
large part of its 1986 assessed contribution, eliminated altogether from the 1987 
budget moneys being kept in abeyance in accordance with the Kassebaum 
Amendment, and cut back sharply on voluntary contributions as well. 

The net result was that the UN was plunged into a financial crisis, which, far 
from improving, has since steadily deepened. At the end of 1987, US withhold¬ 
ings and arrears had risen to $342.8 million. The serious implications of this 
shortfall were, furthermore, much exacerbated by the fact that ninety-two 
other member states were also behind in their payments. 30 To some extent 
anticipating this predicament, the UN had already launched an economy drive 
led by Secretary General Javier P6rez de Cudllar. Measures up for considera¬ 
tion included postponement of the notorious conference centre in Ethiopia 
(and another in Thailand), cut-backs on the number of publications issued, 
deferral of certain low-priority programmes and activities, and a temporary 
freeze on the hiring of new staff. 31 

Even such short-term and cosmetic economies as these were, however, 
bitterly disputed by international civil servants keen to preserve their privi¬ 
leges. One of the more ridiculous bits of in-fighting was provoked by the 
Secretary General’s decision to halt the supply of carafes of iced water to the 
thirteen meeting rooms at UN headquarters in New York. Following a motion 
that the carafes should be restored, the issue was debated for several hours by 
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the Committee on Administrative and Budgetary Questions. Explaining the 
tough economy Controller Richard Foran said it was easy to underestimate the 
cost of filling pitchers of water in thirteen conference rooms twice a day. There 
were 159 delegates per room and no fewer than five porters had to ‘rush around’ 
and change the glasses between meetings. The total saving that the Secretary 
General hoped to achieve by cutting out this service was thus in the region of 
$100,000 a year. The first delegate to speak noted (probably quite correctly) 
that if the committee voted to restore the pitchers of water at a time of 
widespread cut-backs in aid to impoverished countries the symbolism would 
be ‘unfortunate’. Another, however, felt it was inequitable that the Committee 
Chairman, the Controller and others on the podium still had pitchers of water. 
As the meeting dragged on into the evening a third speaker pointed out that 
overtime for translators and guards for the meeting itself might end up costing 
as much as the discontinued water service. When no decision was reached, the 
Committee voted to put the whole matter up for consideration by the General 
Assembly. 32 

Other cost-cutting measures were also hotly debated at committee level and 
by the Assembly. East Europeans, for example, opposed de Cudllar’s proposed 
moratorium on recruitment of new staff on the grounds that their own 
nationals were already under-represented in the UN. 33 When asked what they 
would do if their budget were cut by 10 per cent, members of the Committee on 
Palestine refused to discuss the idea, while another committee would not under 
any circumstances contemplate its high-level members giving up the privilege 
of first-class air travel. 34 Likewise Africans refused to cut appropriations for 
the UN Council for Namibia and Latin Americans opposed cuts involving the 
rights of migrant workers. 35 

‘I am like a doctor,’ a weary de Cuellar said at one point. ‘I have written a 
prescription to help the patient. If the patient doesn’t want all the pills I’ve 
recommended that’s up to him. But I must warn that next time I will have to 
come as a surgeon with a knife. ,35 

Some of the fringe benefits enjoyed by United Nations personnel look like 
obvious candidates for surgery: in the year after the launching of de Cuellar’s 
economy drive the United Nations paid out more than $60,000 to hire a 
chauffeur-driven limousine for a senior employee 37 and $200,000 to cover the 
cost of constructing leisure facilities for use by staff - including a shooting 
range in New York. 38 

Travel on the Gravy Train 

Other perks, too, show no signs of disappearing, amongst them the opportun¬ 
ity that UN employment affords for frequent travel: to conferences, on 
‘missions’ to assess projects in developing countries, and so on. Visiting foreign 
lands on official business undoubtedly represents a considerable psychological 
windfall in that it provides - at no cost to oneself - new experiences, variety and 
a break from office routines. It is also beyond dispute that many employees 
routinely save money whenever they undertake an overseas trip. Not only 
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do they avoid paying their own subsistence costs at home for the period 
that they are away but also they are usually able to pocket some part of 
the generous per diems that they receive - often well in excess of $100 per 
day. 39 

Such behaviour would be easy to overlook were it not for the fact that staff 
travel constitutes a significant element in United Nations budgets. Some time 
ago, for example, the President and Executive Board of the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation claimed and received reim¬ 
bursements of $1,759,548 for their own travel and lodging costs for just one 
year; this contrasted with outlays of $49,000 on education for handicapped 
children in Africa, $7,200 for curriculum development in Pakistan and $1,000 
for teacher training in Honduras. 40 At the Food and Agriculture Organisation 
the annual budget for travel by all staff exceeds $14 million. 41 

Official travel is thus a gravy train (or perhaps a jumbo jet) on which 
everyone wants to book a seat. Far from efforts being made to cut down on 
costs in this area the UN seems dedicated to search out every possible 
opportunity to spend more. As Tommy Koh, a former Singaporean Ambassa¬ 
dor to the world body, observes: ‘Members of the UN Council on Namibia go 
on junkets to preach the gospel of a free Namibia to those who are already 
converted to the cause; members of the Economic and Social Council hold their 
summer meetings in Geneva just because the weather is more pleasant in 
Geneva during the summer than it is in New York . . . ,42 

A list of a few of the UN’s great plans and declarations (for the most part not 
acted upon) immortalises the names of some of the more exotic locations 
favoured by international civil servants: Arusha, Alma-Ata, Lima, Nairobi, 
New Delhi, Caracas, and Mar del Plata have all been the venues for meetings 
attended by hundreds - and sometimes by thousands - of delegates. The most 
privileged bureaucrats get more out of all this than just their per diems, a 
suntan and the pleasure of whittling away long hours with glamorous travel 
agents and glossy brochures. In one United Nations department a number of 
officials are permanently registered as being on duty travel and are paid 
accordingly. 43 

All in all the habit of sending its staff on ever more frequent overseas trips 
now costs the United Nations system almost $100 million a year 44 - this is more 
than the value of the annual exports of several developing countries. A measure 
of the important r 61 e that jet-set membership plays in the lif e of the world body 
is that serious proposals have been put forward to the effect that it should 
establish its own travel agency. 45 In the mean time the General Services Office 
of the Secretariat in New York continues to pay almost $1 million a year to 
twenty staff who are employed solely to make travel arrangements. 46 They are 
aided in this task by private agencies which find it financially worthwhile to 
have branch offices in most of the main United Nations buildings in New 
York and Geneva - indeed, in the latter city the business is so lucrative that 
one travel agent has opened offices in each of the several wings of a single UN 
building. 47 
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There is considerable resistance to attempts to reduce the cost of travel by 
buying discounted or ‘bucket shop’ tickets. FAO argues against such an 
economy on the grounds that it ‘would restrict full freedom of staff to travel on 
any airline of their choice’. 48 Likewise another United Nations body, the 
International Teleco mm unication Union, considers unacceptable ‘any change 
in arrangements which might diminish existing standards of travel or require a 
change in staff regulations’. 49 

It must be admitted that these regulations are complex in the extreme. The 
official document that deals with them takes the form of an ‘administrative 
instruction’ entitled ‘Standards of Accommodation, Travel Time and Rest 
Stopovers’. 50 This chunky memo sets out, amongst other pieces of bureau¬ 
cratic arcana, the exact terms of reference of the ‘nine-hour rule’. Apparently 
honoured by the senior UN officials to whom it applies as often in the breach as 
in the keeping, 51 this states that: 

Under-Secretaries General and Assistant Secretaries General and, where 
applicable, their eligible family members, shall be provided with first- 
class acco mm odation for travel on official business and on appointment, 
transfer or separation, when the duration of a particular flight exceeds 
nine hours; for flights under nine hours’ duration, these staff members 
shall be provided accommodation by the class immediately below first 
class. 52 

The official pecking order is established in the next paragraph: 

Staff members below Assistant Secretary General and, where applicable, 
their eligible family members, shall be provided acco mm odation by the 
class immediately below first class for travel on official business and on 
appointment, transfer or separation when the duration of a particular 
flight exceeds nine hours; for flights under nine hours’ duration, these 
staff members shall be provided with transportation at the least costly 
airfare structure regularly available. 53 

It is surprising how many destinations are more than nine hours’ flight from 
UN headquarters in New York. A list of 178 frequently visited cities contains 
no fewer than 130 which permit the nine-hour rule to be applied: 54 according 
to their seniority, international civil servants may purchase first- or dub-class 
tickets to all such destinations. Long-haul travel also brings another privilege: 
a generous entitlement to ‘rest days’ on full pay before starting work. Thus a 
UN staffer gets two days of paid leave on top of his existing six-week vacation 
allowance every time he flies from New York to, say, Singapore, Nairobi or 
Bangkok, and two more days when he flies back. The compensation for the 
pain of visiting Tahiti, however, is just one day each way while those 
unfortunate enough to be sent on a mission to Nassau in the nearby Bahamas 
get no extra paid leave at all. 55 


92 



The Aristocracy of Mercy 


A Class Apart 

Travel perks are not the only things that identify members of the ‘international 
set’ as a class apart. The recent publication of the results of an inquiry by 
Senator Jesse Helms provided infuriating additional evidence about how the 
other half live to the 18,000 civil servants who work in New York City for the 
United States government. While they neither get - nor expect - any rent 
subsidy to help them keep up with the astronomical cost of accommodation in 
the Big Apple, the Helms inquiry revealed that other Americans - those 
attached to the United Nations - were faring much better. One Deputy Chief 
Delegate, for example, was receiving a subsidy of $10,661 per month towards 
the cost of his three-bedroom apartment in River Tower, a luxury high-rise 
situated at 420 East 54th Street, close to UN headquarters. The building, 
described by an estate agent as ‘one of the fanciest’ in New York, had the 
benefit of its own wine cellar, direct dialling to the concierge, valet and 
housekeeper, its own florist and vintner, several fine restaurants, and two 
levels of underground parking. 55 

Perhaps it is the freewheeling, get-rich-quick atmosphere inevitably created 
by over-generous perks and privileges like these that encourages some em¬ 
ployees to attempt to line their pockets by dishonest means. There is, in 
addition, evidence to suggest that fraudulent behaviour is actually condoned - 
atleastin the upper echelons of the UN bureaucracy. In i986eightmembersof 
staff were disciplined for falsely claiming more than $100,000 in education 
grants for their children. Seven were dismissed; the eighth, however, Mr 
Ramaswamy Mani of India - who insisted that he received the extra money 
inadvertently- stayed on. Following the personalintervention of the Secretary 
General on his behalf, the Disciplinary Committee’s recommendation that he 
should be sacked was set aside and he was merely demoted. This brought 
charges of favouritism: Mr Mani was the chief assistant (and a close personal 
friend) of Jean Ripert, the Director General and number two man at the UN. 
‘Anyone above a certain level gets the attention of the Secretary General,’ 
complained an official of the Staff Committee, ‘but below there is no mercy.’ 
Prior to his demotion Mr Mani commanded an annual salary in the region of 
$105,000; the $2,000 pay cut that he suffered for his misdemeanour was 
accurately described by one colleague as ‘peanuts in financial terms’. 57 

T0 work for the United Nations in any kind of senior capacity is thus to join a 
privileged aristocracy that is effectively insulated from the exigencies of 
everyday life. At FAO in Rome there are 750 individuals whose pensionable 
remuneration ranges from $70,000 to $120,000 a year - these include eleven 
Assistant Directors General, thirty-one Senior Directors, 125 Directors, 362 
Senior Officers and 221 First Officers. 58 The Rector of the United Nations 
University is paid three times as much as the Norwegian Prime Minister. 59 
Many other UN officials, notably the growing number of personnel in the 
‘supergrade’ bracket, earn more than any US public official except the 
President. One of these men, an Under-Secretary General, recently retired 
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with a golden handshake of almost half a million dollars plus an annual pension 
of $50,000. Shortly thereafter the UN rehired him as a consultant at a fee of 
$125,000 a year. 60 

Little wonder, then, that the Joint Inspection Unit - an internal United 
Nations watchdog - has expressed reservations as to ‘the justifiability of 
present levels of remuneration in the professional and higher categories’ . 61 The 
JIU inspectors, however, admit that few other international civil servants 
share their doubts. Indeed: 'Staff representatives hold the view that remunera¬ 
tion is inadequate and wage an active campaign for higher salaries.’ 62 

This is quite true. Many United Nations people genuinely believe that the 
pay and fringe benefits they receive are insufficient; accordingly they react 
with something approaching horror to any suggestion that they are over¬ 
compensated. Ed Freeman, the General Secretary of the Association of 
Professional Staff at FAO in Rome, is a case in point. In correspondence with 
me he hotly contradicted my view that the members of his association (motto: 
‘Service before Self’) are overpaid freeloaders living off the fat of the land; on 
the contrary, he argued, they are required to make real personal sacrifices in 
order to work for the cause of world development. 

To illustrate this. Freeman sent me a profile of ‘A 1 Ristoro’, a forty-four- 
year-old American who ‘joined the Organisation a year ago as a P-3, Step 5’ (in 
plain English, as a mid-level professional). Al’s take-home pay in 1987 was just 
US$3,200 per month (4.5 million Italian lire). This amount was considerably 
below the average in the UN system at the time; nevertheless, A 1 reported that 
it had sounded OK to both himself and his wife ‘before we came here’. 
Disillusionment quickly set in. The family had initially wanted to set up home 
in Old Rome but found they couldn’t afford the rents there; eventually they 
took a house twenty kilometres out. ‘Being half an hour’s walk from the nearest 
public transport,’ A 1 complained, ‘I had to buy a car. That and the four million 
lire I had to pay in advance for rent and settling in just about took care of the 12 
million lire installation allowance.’ 

Al’s woes did not stop with having to spend his installation allowance on, 
well. . . installation.‘Schoolfees’,heprotested,‘havecostme$7,ooooverand 
above the education allowance for my three boys. . . Then there are medical 
bills. I think FAO has a terrific scheme, but I’ve had to pay more than $1,000 
for what wasn’t met. . .’ Other immediate financial worries included winter 
clothes: ‘Where we lived it was warm all the year round, so we don’t own a 
single overcoat or anything heavy among the lot of us. My wife reckons it’ll cost 
about $3,000 to fit us all out but I tell her we’ve just got to do it for a whole lot 
less.’ All in all, the profile concluded, ‘A 1 believes that he is going broke and 
won’t be able to hack it to the end of his three-year contract. ’ 63 

There are other UN employees in Rome who share Al’s predicament. To 
illustrate this point Mr Freeman sent me details of a letter received by the 
Association of Professional Staff from an officer of the World Food Programme 
(an FAO affiliate). This officer’s great worry was the education of his children 
at a time when the US dollar was falling in value and private schools in Rome 
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were putting up their fees: ‘Unfortunately,’ he lamented, ‘the UN education 
grant remains at a maximum of US$4,500 per child per year (apparently with 
very little hope of an increase in the near future). This means that parental 
contributions have to make up for the entire increase in school fees. . That 
increase had been so severe that 

staff members in our situation could probably, and with considerable 
sacrifice, survive at most one more year in Rome. Many of our colleagues 
with children in the same school have already expressed their serious 
concern and I know of several cases where the cost of education has been 
a factor influencing their decision to take their children out of the school 
to continue their studies in their home countries or in Italian schools. 
These are not satisfactory alternatives . . . M 

Of course one’s sympathies go out to those forced to contemplate the horrific 
prospect of sending their offspring to an Italian school. Since members of the 
Association of Professional Staff are actually grappling with this nightmare 
today, it seems somehow in bad taste to remind them that more than 400 
milli on children in the Third World cannot afford to go to any school at all 65 - 
are so poor, in fact, that they cannot even afford to eat: 280,000 of them die 
every week of malnutrition-linked conditions. 66 

In the context of this sustained global tragedy, however, the whingeing 
complaints of UN staffers about the erosion of their incomes or the latest 
threats to their ‘acquired rights’ do begin to look distinctly inappropriate, 
possibly even perverse. By any normal standards of measurement, the financial 
and other benefits they receive are very great. 

This is so because their conditions of service are calculated according to the 
‘Noblemaire Principle’. Named after a French diplomat, Georges Noble- 
maire, who worked for the League of Nations during the 1920s, this states 
simply that salaries and entitlements in international organisations should be 
sufficient to attract as employees citizens of the country with the best-paid 
national civil service. United Nations pay rates are thus based today on a 
comparison with those of the federal civil service of the richest country on 
earth - the United States of America. 

This comparison presently works out very much in the UN’s favour. At all 
levels and grades, salaries and entitlements are significantly better than those in 
the US civil service. Thus, for example: 

• United Nations staff members receive education grant benefits; US civil 
servants do not; 67 

• From their first day on the job UN staff members qualify for up to nine 
months’ sick leave on full pay and a further nine months on half pay in 
any four-year period. By comparison a United States employee would 
have to work fourteen yearn with no sick leave whatsoever in order to 
accumulate nine months’ sick leave at full pay; 68 
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• Promotion ‘steps’ in the United Nations system are attained at a faster 
rate than in the United States civil service: in the United Nations it takes 
an averagely competent official just eight to ten years to reach the tenth 
step compared to eighteen years in the USA; 69 

• All professionals and above in the United Nations, together with their 
families, are entitled to fifteen days’ home leave once every two years 
entirely at United Nations expense, plus extra days to cover the journey 
time to and from their home country. This entitlement is additional to the 
six weeks of ordinary leave that all United Nations staff receive each year. 
United States civil servants, by contrast, get just four weeks of annual 
leave; 70 

• United Nations professionals work, on average, 10.3 per cent fewer 
hours than their counterparts in the United States civil service; over the 
course of a year this adds up to a striking difference in input of 21.7 
working days; 71 

• Regardless of the considerable cash value of such ‘fringe benefits’, 
take-home pay in the United Nations system is higher at every level than 
in the US civil service: the margin between the two presently averages 
around 24 per cent in favour of UN employees 72 and in some cases 
exceeds 30 per cent; 73 

• UN pensions are higher by up to 43 per cent than those in the United 
States civil service. 74 

Why exactly should pay and fringe benefits in the UN system be so much 
better than those in the world’s best-paid national civil service? The answer 
given by Secretary General de Cuellar is that it is ‘crucial to maintain 
employment conditions that will allow the United Nations to attract and retain 
employees of the highest competence, efficiency and integrity’. He adds a 
warning: ‘To seek to solve the organisation’s financial difficulties at the 
expense of staff entitlements would be extremely short-sighted and counter¬ 
productive, and would have widespread adverse implications.’ 75 

One agency head of department who I talked to made the same point rather 
more pithily. ‘If you want to persuade top people to work in development,’ he 
said, ‘then you have to pay top dollar. If you pay peanuts you get monkeys.’ 

A Premium on Mediocrity 

On the face of things this looks like a strong argument. Some who know the 
United Nations extremely well, however, feel that despite paying top dollar the 
world body has still got too many monkeys working for it. According to one 
expert witness: ‘There is nothing to indicate that systematic efforts are being 
made either to require a high level of staff qualifications or to train professional 
staff for the specific tasks they will be called upon to perform. On the contrary, 
the laxness that prevails in this matter would seem to put a premium on 
mediocrity.’ 76 
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These are not the words of some outsider with a grudge against the United 
Nations. Indeed, they are contained in an official document and were written 
by an internationally respected insider- Maurice Bertrand, a senior member of 
the UN’s own Joint Inspection Unit. ‘The average level of qualifications of staff 
in the professional grades,’ he continues, ‘bears no relation to their responsi¬ 
bilities ... In the case of UNICEF the statistics show 30 per cent without any 
university qualifications, 32 per cent with a first degree, and only 38 per cent 
with a second or higher degree.’ This state of affairs is ‘comparable in most of 
the other agencies’ and does not improve further up in the hierarchy: ‘In the 
Director grades (D-i and D-2) the percentage of staff members who have had 
no university education is roughly the same.’ 77 
Bertrand’s conclusion is damning: 

A sense of responsibility and managerial or analytical ability at the 
highest levels (Director, Assistant Secretary General, Under-Secretary 
General) are a matter of chance, depending on appointments which are 
often made without concern for qualifications or professional and admin¬ 
istrative experience. The lack of a definition of the qualifications re¬ 
quired for recruitment and promotion to higher grades, the indifference 
shown towards standards of work and competence, the absence of a 
system of in-service training, create a deplorable working environment 
in which the best staff members no longer find the motivation needed to 
dedicate themselves to their tasks. 78 

If the best lack all conviction it is also true - to borrow a line from Yeats - that 
the worst ‘are full of passionate intensity’. The ardour of this latter group finds 
its natural expression in the growing number of staff unions and associations 
that exist within the UN, and in the increasing amount of time that the 
members of these devote to heated discussions about how to obtain for 
themselves still higher salaries and still better financial benefits. 

At headquarters in New Y ork, for example, the 120-member Staff Council - 
a legislative body of the S taff Union- holds one meeting every four to five days. 
The twenty committees that it has set up to study various issues each have ten 
members who also meet regularly. The Council claims that one of the main 
aims of this ceaseless activity is to study ways of improving staff efficiency. In a 
typical year, however, during which members of the Council discussed more 
than eighty subjects, adopted sixty-one resolutions and issued nearly fifty 
bulletins, the question of efficiency of staff was not raised once. 79 Pay and 
entitlements were, throughout, the main items on the agenda. 

Other entities are engaged in similar deliberations. One is the Joint Advisory 
Committee which, together with its four subsidiary bodies and six working 
groups, has more than 100 members who attend several meetings a month. 
Another, the Staff-Management Co-ordination Committee, restricts itself 
to just two meetings a year; each of these, however, lasts for a full week 
and involves the participation of at least thirty-five senior staff and 
administrators. 80 
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All such meetings are held during office hours and most are lengthy. 
Inevitably this means that the participants are taken away for considerable 
periods from their normal duties as international civil servants; the work of 
their colleagues who may need to confer with them is, of course, also disrupted 
because of this. To add insult to injury, none of these time-wasting distractions 
is paid for by the members of the associations concerned: salaries of officials 
and committee members, paper, typing, photocopies and even travel to 
outside meetings are all financed out of the regular budget of the United 
Nations. 81 

Another focus of staff members’ energies which often diverts them from 
carrying out the duties and responsibilities for which they are paid is, 
ironically, the desire for promotion. This, in the assessment of Richard 
Hoggart, a former Assistant Director General of UNESCO, has 

the effect of a kind of illness which drives the more extreme cases to 
tranquillisers, bouts of frenetic marginal activity, or long hours of simply 
staring over their desks working things out inside their heads. The most 
important single urge is to ‘make P-5’ [top niche in the UN’s ‘pro¬ 
fessional’ category], A P-5 carries a number of diplomatic privileges, 
notably a CD plate for one’s car. A good number of Secretariat members 
feel underneath, and so do their wives, that they will only be able to retire 
happily if they have that plate for their last few working years. 82 

Their chances of achieving this goal are surprisingly good: almost 60 per cent 
of professional posts in the United Nations are now at P-4 level or above. By 
contrast less than 25 per cent of professional posts in the United States federal 
civil service have a corresponding level of seniority. 83 

The reason for the ‘more chiefs than Indians’ syndrome in the UN is not by 
any means that the majority of staff are exceptionally talented or diligent. On 
the contrary, the engine of the whole process is mediocrity: it is now an 
established phenomenon that second-raters who have utterly failed to achieve 
promotion lobby to have their posts ‘reclassified’ - upwards, of course. 84 Thus 
in just one UN office - the New York Secretariat - no fewer than sixty-nine 
posts were upgraded during 1986-7. Amongst the lucky incumbents were 
three Directors who, at a stroke of a pen, became Assistant Secretaries General, 
twenty-six P-3S who became P-4S and twenty-four P-4S who became P-5S. 85 
The institutionalisation of such activities throughout the international civil 
service has resulted in what the Austrian delegate to the UN’s Advisory 
Committee on Administrative and Budgetary Questions has called ‘a disquiet¬ 
ing rate of grade creep manifested in a clear reduction in the proportion of 
junior posts and an increase in the proportion of senior posts’. 86 

Just as the system permits jobs to be artificially upgraded in order to 
mollycoddle otherwise unpromotable deadbeats, so also it allows those who 
should long since have been fired for incompetence to linger on. Speaking of 
UNESCO, Richard Hoggart says that no matter how poor a staff member’s 
work may be it is virtually impossible to force him to leave. Use of the full 
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apparatus of official and unofficial appeals - Staff Association, the official’s 
Delegation, his Foreign Ministry, the UN Administrative Tribunal and so on- 
can drag the process out indefinitely. Furthermore: 

Even in the worst cases, ‘equity’, a moral commitment to someone who 
has served for, say, five years, requires that they be given at least a further 
three years’ trial. The next time round equity demands that someone 
who has given eight years’ service to the Organisation be not cast out. . . 
The only periods when such people show sustained energy and negotiat¬ 
ing skill are when they are mounting their recurrent defences of their 
own positions. 87 

Thus, at every level of the multilateral agencies, maladjusted, inadequate, 
incompetent individuals are to be found clinging tenaciously to highly paid 
jobs, timidly and indifferently performing their functions and, in the process, 
betraying the world’s poor in whose name they have been appointed. 

One indication of how enfeebled the UN has become as a result of its 
increasingly bungling and weak-kneed staff is that it is now obliged to rely on 
substantial amounts of outside expertise in order to get its work done. Despite 
its already bloated payroll of 12,248 full-time employees, for example, the UN 
Secretariat in New York needs to spend an additional $11.1 million per 
biennium on ‘consultants’ - enough to finance approximately 175 work-years 
of professional assistance. 88 FAO’s 10,500 staff are even less effective: the 
Rome-based agency requires so much ‘external professional assistance’ that it 
budgets an amazing $19 million per biennium for payments to consultants. 89 
The annual State of the World’s Children Report, UNICEF’s flagship publi¬ 
cation which goes out under the signature of its Executive Director, is in fact 
written and produced by an external consultant; the highly paid journalists and 
other professional communicators who staff UNICEF’s own large information 
office in New York are apparently not up to the job. 

Failings and inadequacies of this type amongst full-time personnel are 
highlighted in a recent authoritative internal report which states that ‘manage¬ 
ment capacity, productivity and cost-effectiveness’ have fallen behind at a time 
when the UN’s payrolls have exhibited ‘rapid growth’. Echoing Bertrand, the 
report adds that: ‘The quality of work performed needs to be improved upon 
. . . The qualifications of staff, in particular in the higher categories, are 
inadequate and the working methods are not efficient. Today’s structure is too 
complex, fragmented and top-heavy . . . ,9 ° 

Indeed, it is so top-heavy that the UN’s New York Secretariat has accumu¬ 
lated a total of fifty-seven Assistant Secretaries General and Under-Secretaries 
General. If the same management structure were adopted by, say, the US 
Department of Health, then that branch of the federal civil service would have 
to appoint 500 Assistant and Under-Secretaries; it presently manages to get 
along perfectly well with just a dozen. 91 

Personnel and associated costs today absorb a staggering 80 per cent of all UN 
expenditures. 92 A body that claims it is struggling tirelessly for world develop- 
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ment is thus also an elaborate support mechanism for its own pampered and 
cosseted staff - many of whom, in the sad words of former FAO departmental 
director Raymond Lloyd, ‘systematically put their own material security over 
the risk-bearing ideals for which our organisations were founded’. 93 

One of the worst possible examples of such behaviour occurred in Belgium 
in 1987 at the offices of UNICEF, the agency established in 1946 ‘to help 
protect the lives of children and promote their development’. 94 Jos Verbeek, 
then the Director of UNICEF’s Belgian Committee, was accused of using his 
position of privilege and trust to organise a child sex ring which operated 
profitably for several years until he was arrested on charges of ‘indecency and 
incitement to the debauchery of children’. He was subsequently convicted and 
given a two-year suspended sentence. On appeal, however, the conviction was 
quashed on grounds of insufficient evidence. The ten-year sentence of another 
member of staff was upheld. Police discovered a photographic studio con¬ 
cealed in the basement of the building that housed the Committee’s offices. 
The studio was used to take pornographic photographs of children - most of 
whom were from the Third World. More than 1,000 pictures were seized along 
with a mailing list of 400 names of wealthy clients in fifteen European 
countries; the list had been compiled - and was stored - on the UNICEF 
computer which had also been used to set up a catalogue of teenagers available 
for sex. 95 

This nasty incident occurred in a year in which UNICEF had been taken to 
task by the UN’s Boar d of Auditors for ‘delinquent accounting’ and accused by 
Congress of giving backhanders to State Department officials in return for 
their support for ‘the incumbent management’ and for increased US funding of 
the organisation. 96 Such isolated scandals and dramas, however, are less 
significant than the system-wide corrosion of basic principles that has taken 
place slowly - over almost half a century - and that has reduced the ideals of 
the United Nations to little more than empty words on forgotten scraps of 
paper. 

Sound and Fury, Signifying Nothing 

From time to time, of course, an appearance of great motion and enthusiasm 
can still be created in honour of some sacred cow. A closer look, however, 
usually reveals that nothing much is actually happening- that what is involved 
is just the ritual celebration of polite inaction. Take, for example, The Week of 
Solidarity with the Peoples of Namibia and All Other Colonial Territories, as 
well as those in South Africa, Fighting for Freedom, Independence and 
Human Rights 97 The United Nations increasingly favours ‘calendar events’ of 
this type and is constantly creating more such pieces of vacuous liturgy: 

• The International Day of Innocent Children Victims of Aggression; 

• The International Day of Peace; 

• World Development Information Day; 
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• The Week of Solidarity for the People Struggling Against Racism and 
Racial Discrimination; 

• The International Year of Shelter for the Homeless; 

• The Transport and Communications Decade in Africa; 

• The International Drinking Water Supply and Sanitation Decade; 

• The Third United Nations Development Decade; 

• The Second Decade to Combat Racism and Racial Discrimination. 98 

None of these observances, past or current, has made the slightest difference 
to the state of the world we live in. Few outside the international civil service 
have even heard of them. Nevertheless, their proliferation within the United 
Nations system tends to be confused with action. In 1987, for example, during 
the Second Disarmament Decade, much ado was made about the International 
Conference on Disar mam ent 99 organised by the UN in New York: a flurry of 
documents was released, solemn speeches were made, and thousands of 
delegates were enabled to feel that they had participated in an event of historic 
importance. In the same year, UN member states spent more than ever before 
arming themselves to the teeth - an estimated $800 billion - while the world 
body itself devoted less than one tenth of one day’s share of this massive amount of 
money to tangible ‘peace-related activities’. 100 

What underlies such paradoxes and hypocrisies is an insidious mechanism 
by which people lose interest in the validity of mere results and concentrate 
their efforts instead on the processes supposedly devised to achieve these 
results. 101 An important part of this in the United Nations is that the accepted 
indicators of a job well done have ceased to be, for example, material benefits 
delivered to the poor; rather, ‘success’ is defined by bureaucratic or ceremonial 
factors like the number of conferences, studies and meetings that take place to 
discuss the subject of global poverty, the number of Days, Weeks, Years or 
Decades of ‘solidarity’ with the disadvantaged that are celebrated, the number 
of ‘keynote’ publications prepared, the sophistication of the language in which 
‘back-to-office reports’ are couched - and so on. In such a fashion, as Maurice 
Bertrand puts it: ‘The way in which the mill operates becomes more important 
than the quality of the flour it produces.’ 102 

This certainly seems to be the case at the United Nations Conference on 
Trade and Development - a permanent body founded in 1962 to foster the 
growth of developing-country trade. UNCTAD managed recently to spend an 
impressive $36,282,700 on its own offices and staff plus a further $4,186,700 
on ‘conferences’ and more than $1 million on ‘consultants’; in the same year 
‘encouraging economic co-operation among developing countries’ got just 
$ 3 ) 5 OI ) 5 °° of UNCTAD’s money (which comes from the UN’s regular 
budget) and ‘programmes to promote and expand world trade’ got only 
$i,I38,ooo. 103 

The UN’s fascination with processes rather than with results achieves its 
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apotheosis, however, when the processes actually become the results. This 
seems to be what has happened at the Department of Conference Services 
which, with 2,527 full-time employees and a budget in excess of $280 million 
per biennium, has grown into an unstoppable juggernaut. In an average 
two-year period in New York alone the Department boasts that it will service 
7,600 separate meetings, handle 65,500 separate ‘interpreting assignments’, 
translate, edit or revise 377,650,000 words of text, type 397 million more, and 
reproduce a total of 1.5 billion page impressions. 104 The Department’s other 
principal bastion - in Geneva - has a similar volume of ‘output’: 105 here storage 
of document copies for reference purposes requires 17.5 kilometres of 
shelves. 106 

What is all this in aid of? At one conference, on the Law of the Sea, the UN 
employed ninety mimeograph operators to work around the clock at twenty- 
seven machines spewing forth 250,000 pages of documents a day. Each 
document was produced in three - and sometimes five - languages by teams of 
translators and typists from the Department of Conference Services. Indeed, 
so great was the volume of paperwork generated that the list of documents itself 
ran to 160 pages. After seventy days of talk in the pleasant surroundings of 
Caracas, Venezuela, delegates made just one firm decision: a resolution to hold 
another conference on the same subject. 107 

Some get-togethers seem to consign themselves to muddle and inaction from 
the very start: take, for example, The United Nations Seminar on the Existing 
Unjust International Economic Order, on the Economics of Developing 
Countries, and the Obstacle That This Represents for the Implementation of 
Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, 108 or the equally bewildering 
United Nations Conference to Review All Aspects of the Set of Multilaterally 
Agreed Equitable Principles and Rules for the Control of Restrictive Business 
Practices. 109 As far as the poor of the Third World are concerned it is probably 
true to say that the learned palaver that goes into such events, the reams of 
supporting documents, and the miles of expensive storage are just irrel¬ 
evances. For the peasant picking mortar shrapnel out of his arid field in 
northern Ethiopia, or the artisan fisherman in Sri Lanka whose catch has just 
been stolen by a Japanese factory ship, the majority of United Nations 
conferences might as well take place on the astral plane as on planet earth. 

The truth of this is borne out whenever a conference is devised that could 
have some direct and measurable impact on the reduction of human suffering: 
on such rare occasions the United Nations hastily distances itself from the 
upstart and unusual event. An example occurred in Paris when Amnesty 
International obtained permission to use the splendid facilities at UNESCO’s 
headquarters to stage a conference on the subject of torture. The venue was 
quite appropriate since UNESCO is entrusted by its Charter with the task of 
furthering ‘universal respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms’. 
Things went wrong, however, when - horror of horrors - Amnesty named 
names in a position paper on the widespread use of torture by governments. 
The next morning, in response to pressure from delegates of precisely those 
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governments that Amnesty had pointed its accusing finger at, UNESCO 
ordered that the conference be taken elsewhere. 110 

The same type of craven behaviour can also be seen at work in other areas of 
the UN. In 1988, for instance, the High Commissioner for Refugees, Jean- 
Pierre Hocke, ordered an entire issue of his agency’s monthly magazine to be 
destroyed, at a cost of more than $50,000. This was done because the edition in 
question was sharply critical of West Germany’s asylum procedures for 
refugees and of conditions in three refugee reception centres in the Federal 
Republic. The West German government provides 10 per cent of UNHCR’s 
annual budget and was thus judged by the Commissioner to be above 
criticism. 111 

In the never-never-land of the international civil service, craven behaviour 
of the type that closes worthwhile conferences and pulps hard-hitting publi¬ 
cations is often the only response to the sometimes horrific events that occur in 
the real world. Outrages are met with a prim silence and where silence is for 
some reason impossible then safe platitudes, mealy-mouthed generalities and 
hot air are substituted. Of the period 1984-6 when Africa was devastated by 
famine Joseph Reed, a former US Ambassador to the United Nations, had this 
to say: ‘ We turned out resolutions while children went without food, water and 
medicine. We requested reports while families huddled in devastating pov¬ 
erty. We hurled accusations back and forth while desperate people became 
more resigned to their plight.’ 112 

This harsh epitaph to what Reed calls the ‘frenzy of playing the UN game’ 
looks even bleaker in the context of the world body’s 150 committees, 
commissions, sub-committees, sub-commissions and working groups all sup¬ 
posedly dealing with the problems of the poor. 113 Added to these are the fifteen 
or so fully funded development agencies - each of which, in its turn, is orbited 
by numerous other linked entities: twenty in the case of the World Health 
Organisation; eighteen in the case of FAO; more than ten at UNESCO and the 
ILO; thirteen in the case of UNDP - and so on. 114 

Rather than testifying to the strength and diversity of UN efforts to assist 
poor countries to develop, this fantastically complicated administrative super¬ 
structure symbolises the extent to which international civil servants have been 
allowed to build up disparate personal empires at the expense of focused and 
single-minded efficiency. Thus, instead of a concerted effort to provide 
agricultural education in the developing countries, we have the unedifying 
distraction of a long-running territorial dispute between FAO and UNESCO 
over whether this work should most properly be in the domain of the one or of 
the other. 115 Similarly, in the place of agreement and well-programmed action 
to improve standards of health care in poor communities we find a persistent 
conflict between UNICEF’s focus on specific goals (vaccination, promotion of 
breastfeeding, etc.) and WHO’s endeavours to support more comprehensive 
policies within the framework of the ‘primary health care approach’. 116 

Such squabbles can at times seem inexcusable. During precisely the famine 
to which Joseph Reed referred, an Office for Emergency Operations in Africa 
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was set up - in New York - to harness the UN’s scattered empires under one 
yoke, to bring together for the duration of the emergency all the different 
agencies and organs that might have something to contribute. This virtuous 
objective, however, did not inhibit Edouard Saouma at FAO from making a 
formal complaint when the OEOA accepted a sum of money from the 
Netherlands government to buy rice seed for Chad: the basis of this objection 
was that seed-buying was FAO’s job. Throughout the famine years Mr Saouma 
also continued a long-standing argument with the Director of WFP about 
which of them had the final responsibility for authorising food aid shipments to 
Africa. Finally, Saouma refused to attend a special meeting of donors called by 
the OEOA with a view to integrating their assistance programmes; two weeks 
later, at FAO, he held his own donors’ meeting. As Douglas Williams, a former 
Deputy Secretary of the UK’s Overseas Development Administration, com¬ 
ments: ‘There was neither any organisation nor any individual within the UN 
system with the authority to make a single organisation the leader in all these 
activities, even in the face of a major international disaster of chronic character 
and unprecedented proportions. The waste of effort and scarce resources was 
considerable.’ 117 

Wastage occurs at all levels of the system. Within individual agencies, for 
example, and even within particular departments of these agencies, there is an 
established tendency for staff members to want to protect and nourish their 
own programmes and to resist tooth and nail any suggestion that these should 
be cut back or phased out. In 1982, at least 100 such programmes were judged 
by the Secretary General of the United Nations to be ‘elderly’, non-productive, 
or redundant by virtue of duplication. He recommended that all should be 
terminated, with an anticipated annual saving of $35 r ''ion. Four years and 
$140 million later, however, an independent study .cvealed that not one of 
these senile and unnecessary ‘pets’ had yet been put down. 118 

A State of Confusion 

In a bureaucratic universe where old programmes never die and where new 
ones are constantly being created, chaos can be expected to be the natural state 
of things. As Maurice Bertrand puts it: 

The vagueness of the terms of reference, the similarity of jurisdiction 
between organs as important as ECOSOC, UNCTAD, the Second and 
Third Committees of the General Assembly - and the number and 
repetition of ‘general debates’ preceding the e xamin ation of agenda items 
repeated in committee af ter committee whose relative status is not clearly 
defined - have created a state of confusion which it has been found 
difficult to remedy. 119 

He adds that, in the field, the sectoral approach favoured by UN agencies - and 
the tendency of each to defend its own ‘patch’ - has ‘complicated the task of the 
developing countries instead of simplifying it’. This is mainly because, to pick 
a few examples: ‘The industrialisation goals of UNIDO, FAO’s goal of 
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increasing agricultural production, the food strategies of the World Food 
Programme, the ILO programmes on employment or the development of 
social security, and UNESCO’s plans for the development of education, are not 
integrated into a coherent system of analysis.' 120 

This criticism is one that is readily acknowledged by international civil 
servants. Most will freely admit that the extreme complexity and fragmenta¬ 
tion of the United Nations system is counterproductive; most, furthermore, 
will agree that something should be done about it: as a result an entire industry 
has grown up aimed at co-ordinating the monster. Instead of less complication, 
confusion and muddle, however, the net achievement of this industry has - 
predictably - been to create more: more committees, more organs and entities, 
more unreadable reports and more jobs for the boys. Thus we have, inter alia: 

• The Administrative Committee on Co-ordination; 

• The Economic and Social Council (which may ‘through consultation, 
co-ordinate the activities of the specialised agencies’); 

• The Committee on Programme Co-ordination; 

• A Post of Director General for Development and International Economic 
Co-operation - with responsibility for ‘exercising overall co-ordination 
within the system in order to ensure a multi-disciplinary approach to the 
problems of development on a system-wide basis’; 

• An Office for Programme Planning and Co-ordination (‘to examine 
problems of co-ordination at the level of the system, and to propose 
studies and analyses of intersectoral programmes’); 

• A Consultative Committee on Substantive Questions (‘to enable the 
organisations and the United Nations to co-ordinate the preparation of 
their programmes’); 

• Resident Co-ordinators with responsibility for ‘co-ordination of oper¬ 
ational activities for development carried out at the country level’; 

• The World Food Council, consisting of thirty-six members, with in¬ 
structions ‘at the ministerial level to establish its own programme of 
action for co-ordination of relevant United Nations bodies and 
agencies’. 121 

According to the Joint Inspection Unit (itself, incidentally, mandated by the 
General Assembly with the task ‘of achieving greater co-ordination between 
organisations’): 

This mass of efforts has in no way improved co-ordination. ‘Joint 
planning’ has remained wishful thinking; development strategies ap¬ 
plied by each organisation have continued to diverge; and ‘country 
programming’ and ‘field co-ordination’ have never been anything more 
than meaningless terms . . . The notion of an ‘integrated approach to 
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development’, although ritually repeated ... has remained an empty 
formula. 122 

Many other attempts to streamline the United Nations system and im¬ 
prove its efficiency have failed to achieve their objectives; like co-ordination, 
they, too, have often only served to create yet more highly paid jobs for yet 
more international civil servants; they, too, have provided the excuse for 
yet more committees to be established, yet more meetings to be held and yet 
more reports to be issued. 

An example of this process at work concerns the group of eighteen ‘High- 
Level Intergovernmental Experts’ convened in December 1985 on the orders 
of the General Assembly to ‘review the efficiency and the administrative and 
financial functioning of the United Nations’. Between February and August 
1986 this ‘Committee of Eighteen’ - as it came to be called - met sixty-seven 
times. The upshot was a weighty series of recommendations encapsulated in a 
report which ran to more than forty pages. 

The report itself pulls very few punches. Phrases picked out from page ten, 
for example, which deals with the ‘Structure of the Secretariat’ include: 
‘reduced productivity’; ‘duplication of work’; ‘reduced quality of perform¬ 
ance’; ‘too top-heavy’; ‘too complex’; ‘too fragmented’; and ‘dispersion of 
responsibility’. 123 The overall tone of the document is pejorative and some of 
its recommendations are undoubtedly sound, amongst them: 

A vacant post should not be filled merely because it becomes vacant. . . 
The total entitlements (salaries and other conditions of service) of staff 
members have reached a level which gives reason for serious concern and 
should be reduced . . . The number of conferences and meetings can be 
significantly reduced and their duration shortened without affecting the 
substantive work of the Organisation . . . United Nations offices are at 
present established at the same location in many cities and countries. 

In most cases they may be consolidated with no loss of efficiency 
and with resulting economies both in personnel and general costs . . . 

A substantial reduction in the number of staff members at all levels, 
but particularly in the higher echelons, is desirable ... To this end 
the overall number of regular budget posts should be reduced by 15 per 
cent within a period of three years and the number of regular budget 
posts at the level of Under Secretary General and Assistant Secretary 
General should be reduced by 25 per cent within a period of three years 
or less. 124 

Other noteworthy recommendations made by the Committee include: a halt 
on the construction of new conference facilities (a clear reference to the 
proposed $73 million conference centre in Addis Ababa that had sparked off 
the Kassebaum Amendment to the US Foreign Relations Authorisation Act in 
1985); a suggestion that the contingency fund in the regular budget of the 
United Nations (used for meeting‘emergency’expenditures) should be capped 
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at 2 per cent of the total; and a proposal to cut down on the number of 
committees and ‘intergovernmental bodies’ since it is evident that the 
proliferation of these within the international civil service has ‘resulted in 
duplication of agendas and work’. 125 

Despite the uncharacteristically to the point and ‘no-nonsense’ tone adopted 
throughout the report, the Committee of Eighteen firmly reinstated itself in the 
mainstream of at least one time-honoured UN tradition when it recommended 
that the actual work of cutting down on the numbers of intergovernmental 
bodies should be done by - believe it or not - yet another intergovernmental 
body. 126 This little hint as to the real nature of the entire exercise was borne out 
in the way that the United Nations responded to the majority of the Com¬ 
mittee’s other recommendations as well. After due consideration, a ‘reform 
resolution’ (No 41/213) was adopted by the General Assembly on 19 December 
1986. It showed little resolve, however, and less in the way of real reforms. To 
take just a few examples of things that didn’t happen: 

• Neither the across-the-board staff-cut of 15 per cent nor the more 
dramatic recommendation for a 25 per cent cut in top-level Secretariat 
posts was accepted for implementation within three years as suggested; 
instead both were rather hazily redefined as ‘targets’ - with the added 
proviso that the Secretary General should be ‘flexible’ in taking action to 
avoid any ‘negative impact’ on programmes and on the ‘structure’ of the 
Secretariat; 127 

• The 2 per cent cap on the contingency fund in the budget was not 
implemented - and, by the end of December 1986 , the Assembly had 
agreed to no less than $48 million in budget add-ons; 128 

• Far from halting the construction of new conference centres, the As¬ 
sembly agreed that the extravagant Addis Ababa project should 
now be restarted. It also gave the thumbs-up to another postponed 
conference centre - a $44 million boondoggle in sunny Bangkok. 129 

When you subtract from the ‘achievements’ of the UN all the silly confer¬ 
ences, all the ineffectual meetings, all the inane committees and sub¬ 
committees, all the reports produced by learned groups recommending that 
more learned groups be convened to produce more reports, all the co¬ 
ordination mechanisms that have only complicated things further, and all the 
reform measures that have left things as they were - then, what remains? 
Specifically, what remains to justify the billions of dollars that tax-payers all 
over the world continue to plough into the United Nations and its agencies year 
in year out? 

Public Relations 

Huge sums of our own money are spent on efforts to convince us that a great 
deal remains. During the last decade, funding for the UN’s Department of 
Public Information (DPI) has grown at twice the pace of the rest of the world 
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body’s budget. 130 This has happened for only one reason: in the 1980s, as 
Maurice Bertrand puts it, criticism of the UN has ‘reached the status of a 
political phenomenon’. 131 Frightened bureaucrats have accordingly voted to 
strengthen the DPI so that it can better defend their privileges and their 
interests. 

The results have occasionally verged on lunacy. In 1987, for example, the 
Department actually attempted to suppress screening of the television show 
‘Amerika’ - a political fantasy in which UN peacekeeping forces police the 
United States at the behest of Soviet occupiers. The highly paid PR men of the 
DPI felt - in their wisdom - that such fiction would be bad for the ‘image’ of 
the United Nations and litigation was mounted to keep the show off the air. 
As the Washington Post commented at the time: ‘It seems to have escaped the 
United Nations’ attention - as does so much else - that the proper use of law in 
a democratic society is to widen the openings for speech, not to narrow 
them.’ 132 

When it comes to presenting a positive image of the UN, however, suppres¬ 
sion is replaced by overkill. In an average year the Department, which is 
headquartered in New York but has sixty-four overseas offices, will issue 
12,000 press releases, send out 16,000 ‘information cables’ lauding UN 
achievements, and prepare a wide range of newspaper articles, radio tapes and 
films. 133 It has also been known to ‘buy’ positive opinion in the international 
media: handsome subsidies to fifteen newspapers totalled $432,000 in one 
year. 134 In addition to this the Department produces its own brochures, 
leaflets and books, all of which seek to present the UN in a favourable light and 
are distributed worldwide - for example, United Nations: Image and Reality, 
which has a print-run of 100,000 copies in English plus separate Spanish, 
French, Russian, German and Japanese editions of between 5,000 and 10,000 
copies in each case. 135 

All this costs a small fortune: DPI spent $75.7 million on ‘inf ormation work’ 
during 1986-7. 136 This sum, however, does not by any means represent the 
entire public-relations budget of the UN system - each of the specialised 
agencies and other organs has its own information department also busily at 
work producing yet more brochures, leaflets and books, all industriously 
blowing their own trumpet of course. 

There have been a number of occasions when UN organisations have taken 
the drive to maintain a positive image even further and have actively ‘culti¬ 
vated’ friendly members of the press. One British journalist, for example, a 
regular contributor to the influential Guardian newspaper, produced a series of 
favourable reports on UNESCO in 1985. One typical instance of his work was 
entitled ‘Why Britain Should Keep Faith with the UNESCO Dream’, and was 
published in the Guardian on 4 October 1985. This articleargued strongly that 
the British government should maintain its financial contribution to the 
bloated and over-bureaucratised specialised agency. It was no doubt entirely 
coincidental that, at the time he wrote this campaigning piece, the journalist in 
question was benefiting from a lucrative private contract with UNESCO’s 
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Office of Public Information. He subsequently - a full year later - admitted 
that he had neglected to mention this contract to his editor and that this had 
been a‘mistake’. 137 

UNESCO is not alone in its fascination with the world of information. 
Shortly after he took office, UNDP’s newChief Administrator William Draper 
advocated making ‘better use of the services of journalists’ and added: ‘One of 
my first managerial roles has been to initiate the redirection of our public 
information effort. We will concentrate on presenting the human face of 
development.’ 138 Perhaps this is why, in its publication Generation, UNDP 
claims to have ‘played a leading role’ in the ‘social and economic advancement 
of two-thirds of humanity’. 139 

Likewise in UNICEFNewsv/e are told: ‘There is a phrase in English which 
has no equivalent in any other language. It is “to be kind”. This phrase 
captures the spirit which has pervaded UNICEF through forty years.’ 140 

Like cuttlefish, United Nations agencies have the ability to conceal them¬ 
selves in clouds of ink. 141 A trawl through the literature produced by FAO, 
WHO, UNHCR and others will yield a colossal catch of self-congratulatory 
phrases to add to the umbrella judgement of the Department of Public 
Information that ‘the United Nations system’s various programmes and 
agencies have brought food, shelter, protection and medical assistance to those 
who most dearly need it: mothers and children in the poorest countries, 
refugees around the world, the victims of famine and natural disasters’. 142 

How much truth is there in such claims? 

Expensive Advice 

UNICEF, UNHCR, and the World Food Programme et al. do indeed deliver 
relief supplies during emergencies; the quality, timeliness and relevance of 
these items, however, as we have seen in Part One, often leave a great deal to be 
desired. Meanwhile the hundreds of‘duty stations’ in theThird World and the 
thousands of‘development projects’ and ‘programmes’ that also bear the UN’s 
imprimatur are the main ingredients of its other efforts on behalf of the poor. 
Here, as we saw in Part Two, capital aid is hardly involved at all; 143 indeed, on 
close examination, the bulk of the ‘long-term development work’ done by the 
United Nations turns out to add up to little more than the provision of advice to 
developing countries on how to achieve certain specific technical objectives. 
Often the quality and usefulness of this advice are questionable. 

At the broadest level of long- and medium-term plans, for example, 
UNESCO tells us that it intends to ‘help member states to mobilise the 
financial and human resources needed for the execution of development 
projects’. Likewise FAO tells us that it hopes ‘to assist member states in 
improving the food and nutritional status of their peoples’. While all this 
sounds helpful enough, what it boils down to in practice is two or three 
P-graded staff in each case sitting at headquarters and drawing up reports on 
the subjects mentioned - or at best organising one or two training courses for a 
few dozen individuals. 144 In the case of the United Nations Medium Term 
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Plan for the period 1984-9 a Programme of Transport Development is set out 
in which the world body grandiosely commits itself to: ‘overcome the 
bottlenecks and constraints of transport and communications facing the 
developing countries, to identify critical issues confronting developing coun¬ 
tries, and to foster and promote co-operation and co-ordination regarding 
these issues . . The administrative unit of the Secretariat entrusted with 
fulfilling all these and many other pledges, however, has only a single 
professional-level worker! 145 

‘Advice’ is also the main component of assistance at project level: here it 
takes the form - mainly - of the provision of ‘expert services’. T 0 give a specific 
example, UNDP finances about 1,000 new projects each year, of which the 
average cost is $393,000. This does not at all mean that at each of 1,000 
different locations $393,000 is reaching the poor in any edible, drinkable, 
wearable, plantable, or drivable form. Far from it! What is actually involved in 
a typical ‘project’ is the supply by UNDP of three or four foreign experts - each 
costing upwards of $100,000 per annum to keep in the field. 144 

In all of this it simply seems to be taken for granted by the UN that the 
experts and advisers it sends to Third World communities at the expense of 
Western tax-payers are not only competent and able but are also well motivated 
and appropriately experienced. The key questions never get asked. Are these 
‘guiders and managers’ really equipped to render direct and useful services to 
the poor? Do they have sufficient humility and insight - which, presumably, 
are at least as important as technical know-how? Perhaps most important of all, 
do the poor actually require the kind of guidance and management that wealthy 
foreigners can provide? Do they really want ‘to be helped to help themselves’ - 
or any of the other familiar stock phrases of that ilk? The assumption that they 
do, that this is what they are asking for, does rather pre-judge the shape of the 
development process and set its priorities. As with so much else in the world 
view of the aristocracy of mercy, however, it is an assumption that is deeply 
flawed. 
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PART FOUR 


The Midas Touch 


I think you aid people are like the old king. Everything you 
touch turns to gold and the poor shits on the receiving end 
can’t eat gold. 

Jill Tweedie, Internal Affairs 




L ONG after the experts and professionals from the United Nations or the 
EEC or USAID or the World Bank have packed their bags and their cute 
ethnic souvenirs, boarded their aircraft and fled northwards, the ill-conceived 
development projects that they have been responsible for continue to wreck the 
lives of the poor. 

During the past twenty years millions of rural people in Africa, in Asia and in 
Latin America have been forcibly removed from their homes to make space for 
the expanding reservoirs of giant hydroelectric dams; like ghosts not yet laid to 
rest, troubled but invisible, the dispossessed still wander from place to place in 
search of recompense. In Ethiopia’s Awash Valley, Afar nomads whose 
traditional dry-season pasture lands have been sown with cash crops and 
surrounded by barbed wire are today reduced to absolute penury, their 
independence gone, their way of life shattered, their dignity destroyed as they 
queue in rags for food handouts. Brazilian Indians whose rainforests have been 
felled in the name of progress now face genocide; their unique knowledge and 
skills are about to be lost to mankind for ever. In Indonesia’s ‘thousand island’ 
paradise, tribal peoples are remorselessly being extinguished and priceless 
ecological resources turned to ash and mud amidst the folly of the largest 
resettlement programme in human history . . . 

For increasing numbers in the Third W orld, as later sections of this part will 
illustrate in some detail, ‘development’ has come to mean little more than loss, 
danger and alienation. T oday, as a result, we are seeing the emergence of a new 
phenomenon - poor people who no longer want to be ‘helped’, who mistrust 
and reject the poisoned gifts thrust upon them by outsiders. 

It is with the authentic conviction bred of years of sad experience that Chief 
Raoni of the Brazilian Xingu tribe insists: ‘We want nothing from the white 
man. He has brought us only death, illness and murder. He has stolen our 
forest. He wants to destroy it all.’ 1 Francisco Mendes Filho, a rubber worker 
and leader of a rural union in Brazil, also opposed the destruction of the 
rainforest before gunmen hired by the ‘pro-development’ lobby shot him dead 
on 22 December 1988: ‘In places where there are supposed to be rubber trees 
there is now only cattle pasture,’ Filho had protested shoriy before he was 
murdered. ‘Much of the Amazon basin is already turning into desert; it is only 
a handful of wealthy ranchers who benefit.’ 2 
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Meanwhile the peoples of the Cordillera Mountains in the Philippines 
protest at the way in which their land is used as ‘a resource area for extractive 
industries such as mining and logging, hydroelectric dams and other projects’. 
Representatives of the 500,000 inhabitants of the Cordillera recently stated 
unequivocally: ‘We oppose these programmes and policies because they 
threaten our very existence.’ 3 

In far-off Mexico, community activist Gustavo Esteva seems to be saying 
almost exactly the same thing when he observes with some bitterness: 

Around us, for a long time, development has been recognised as a threat. 
Most peasants are aware that development has undermined their subsist¬ 
ence on century-old diversified crops. Slum dwellers know that it has 
made their skills redundant and their education inadequate for the jobs 
that were created. If they do succeed in installing community life in the 
shanties they build or in the abandoned buildings, bulldozers and the 
police, both at the service of development, will relocate them ... If you 
live in Mexico City today you are either rich or numb if you fail to notice 
that development stinks. 

Far from being the fulfilment of a dream of progress and prosperity, 
development, in Esteva’s view, is a ‘malignant myth’: 

Development means to have started on a road that others know better, to 
be on your way towards a goal that others have reached, to race up a 
one-way street. Development means the sacrifice of environments, 
solidarities, traditional interpretations and customs to ever-changing 
expert advice. Development, for the overwhelming majority, has always 
meant growing dependence on guidance and management. 4 

Foreign Experts 

The increasing reliance on outsiders that Esteva sees in the Mexican ‘slums, 
villages and boondocks’ where he works is also a trend that is well established 
in many other countries and regions. The ‘guiders and managers’ to whom he 
refers are in fact the vanguard of the development industry-the thin end of the 
wedge. They have become so pervasive that Africa, for example, has more 
expatriates living in it today than it ever did during the era of colonisation and 
settlement: 5 there are an estimated 80,000 foreign ‘experts’ working on 
development projects in the world’s poorest continent. 6 To this substantial 
total must be added the legions of short-stay visitors - agency staff on 
project-appraisal missions, VIPs from donor countries, consultants conduct¬ 
ing feasibility studies, and, of course, researchers. During the 1970s, when 
Tanzania’s ujamaa villages were at their most fashionable as examples of 
successful grassroots development, there were occasions when some villages 
had more researchers than villagers. 7 Much more recently the small and 
hungry West African country of Burkina Faso hosted no fewer than 340 
separate ‘missions’ from United Nations agencies in a single year. According to 
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Maurice Williams of the World Food Council, this deluge of bureaucrats 
caused ‘confusion at all levels and a loss of resources and efficiency ... the 
government was not always able to keep up with management and co¬ 
ordination requirements’. 8 

The experts and consultants showered down upon the developing world do 
not, by any means, all come from developed countries. The United Nations 
hires on a strict quota system from all its member states. ‘The result’, 
according to Professor Paul Streeten of Boston University, ‘is that a mediocre 
Indian, who might be useful within his competence in India, is recruited by the 
UN to work in Sierra Leone at ten times the salary he would earn at home, on a 
job for which he is ill-qualified, while a Sierra Leonean advises India.’ 
Streeten, who himself acts as a consultant for the World Bank, adds that ‘the 
high salaries and high living standards of these experts alienate them from the 
societies in which they work. They are like rootless flowers that wither away.’ 9 

Every year the United Nations Development Programme sends 8,200 such 
experts ‘into the field’ to guide and manage the poor. 10 Reviewing its achieve¬ 
ments since the mid-1960s, it boasts that it has ‘financed the assignment of 
193,000 experts of 164 nationalities to work in nearly every sector in 170 
countries and territories’. 11 Other multilateral agencies, notably the World 
Bank, have similarly impressive records. Meanwhile the eighteen member 
states of the Development Assistance Committee of the OECD send out some 
80,000 ‘experts, teachers and volunteers’ to the Third World each year as part 
of their bilateral aid programmes. 12 According to informed estimates, a total of 
at least 150,000 ‘external advisers, consultants, seconded expatriates and other 
experts’ are employed in the developing countries at any one time. 13 

The expense of hiring them and keeping them in the field eats up a 
surprisingly large slice of official aid budgets. Even if the minimum cost of a 
United Nations expert - $100,000 a year 14 - is taken as the average for bilateral 
and multilateral agencies as a whole, then the bottom line for 150,000 such 
people can be no less than $ 15 billion: that figure is in the region of 3sper cent of 
all official development assistance. 15 Experts from the World Bank, however, 
cost significantly more than those from the UN, and one bilateral agency now 
budgets $150,000 per annum per expert. 16 If this higher figure is used, then 
150,000 experts could cost in excess of $22 billion a year to keep in the field - 
nearly half of all the money allocated to official development assistance. 

Thanks for Nothing 

Are foreign experts really worth so much? Clearly the aid agencies must think 
so - otherwise they would not go on spending such vast sums. But some 
recipients have a different perspective. Jacques Bousquet, formerly 
UNESCO’s Chief Educational Adviser in the Ivory Coast, lists the typical 
complaints that he became familiar with during his stay in that West African 
country: experts are accused by Ivoireans of earning big salaries and even then 
‘always wanting more. . . they have the nerve to demand free housing and are 
constantly claiming extra dispensations for the cars they import and re-sell’; 
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they make money illegally out of tax-free liquor, and smuggle antiques out of 
the country; they never mix with the local population: ‘If you want to know 
what they think of us, just look at the way they treat theirservants. . .basically 
they are racialists.’ 17 

Similarly in Nepal, a country that has been described as ‘over-advised and 
under-nourished’, 18 there is a widely held view that experts and consultants are 
dishonest, lazy, unimaginative, insensitive to local priorities and, as a result of 
all this, unable to come up with useful insights and suggestions. According to 
one Nepalese, foreign advisers ‘demonstrate a lack of commitment. . . Since 
most are employed by donors directly, they are always beholden to the wishes 
of their supervisors in capitals other than Kathmandu ... the busiest days of 
those expatriates are when their bosses visit Nepal.’ 19 

Even stronger feelings of resentment and dislike, however, get stined up 
when foreigners are appointed to jobs that could be done by nationals of the 
countries concerned. Many educated and q ualifi ed Nepalese feel that their 
own skills, experience and motivation are better than those of any expatriate - 
and certainly more appropriate. They also point out that, on a rough estimate, 
aid agencies could hire thirty to fifty Nepalese experts with the sum of money 
required by just one foreign adviser. 20 Similarly, in French-speaking West 
Africa a prof essor brought in from Paris by UNESCO on a teaching assignment 
will be paid up to ten times as much as a local academic - even though the local 
man m ly be doing the same job and may even have the same degree from the 
same university as the foreigner. 21 

It is sometimes difficult to explain why such things continue to happen. That 
they do is by no means entirely the fault of the aid agencies. For governments in 
the Third World even the low cost of local staff can sometimes be too high; the 
ready availability of foreign experts paid for by foreign donors can thus look 
like a very attractive option. A programme director in one underdeveloped 
country found that: 

Many of the advisers assigned to ministries were purely and simply filling 
the posts of local employees without the government having any plan 
whatsoever for their eventual replacement. We discovered that, for 
more than 75 per cent of the posts filled by foreign technical advisers, 
the appropriations for recruiting their counterparts and subsequent 
successors had been deleted from the budget. 22 

A second reason for the hiring of expatriates is that there are some jobs which 
local staff refuse to do. A problem frequently encountered is that of the 
government employee who will not accept a field assignment because, in the 
project area, there is no adequate health care or schooling for his children. The 
job then goes to a foreign expert who can af ford to have his children brought up 
and educated elsewhere. 23 

Another important factor is that, consciously or unconsciously, government 
officials in the Third World tend to favour and support the continued hiring of 
foreign experts for personal reasons: stated simply, foreigners can provide 
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them with valuable ‘kickbacks’ of a kind that they could never hope to get from 
locals. According to Hari Mohan Mathur, Secretary to the government oflndia 
in the state of Rajasthan: 

Many senior officials are beholden to foreign experts for favours they can 
confer on them, such as a study visit abroad. This may seem to be rather a 
small thing, but in fact it is not. Visits abroad are highly valued in many 
Asian countries because the salaries of civil servants are incredibly low. 
Ofien savings from daily subsistence allowances at the UN rate on a visit 
lasting just one week, work out to be as much as salary would be for a 
month. 24 

Government preferences for foreign experts are bolstered by the practices of 
the aid organisations. Most bilateral agencies refuse to hire local experts, 
preferring to spend their money on their own nationals - even when, as one 
authoritative study found, this means that ‘individuals with demonstrated 
technical failings or an inability to work well in foreign environments’ are 
retained in the system. 25 

In the multilateral sector, recruitment according to geographical quotas as 
practised by the United Nations does result in the employment of large 
numbers of ThirdWorld personnel. Perversely, however,as Paul Streetenhas 
observed, these people are usually given posts far from home: whether it is by 
accident or by design, the fact is that only to per cent of UN professionals work 
in their own country. 26 

Other multilateral agencies appear simply to mistrust local brainpower and 
to doubt the competence of Third World consulting firms: the European 
Development Fund, for example, relies on teams of foreign experts supplied 
by Western consultancies to design and implement 90 per cent of its projects in 
Africa, the Caribbean and the Pacific. 27 The World Bank - by far the largest 
multilateral donor - tells us frankly that it, too, leaves the design and 
implementation of the billions of dollars’ worth of projects that it finances in 
the developing countries very largely to people who are foreign to those 
countries. It notes patronisingly that ‘for some activities, such as contacts with 
local fanners, local staff are essential’. However: ‘Only a few developing 
countries (such as Brazil and Mexico) have a local consulting industry capable 
of providing most of the wide range of services called for in project work, and 
many countries have hardly begun the process.’ The result, frequently, is that 
‘only consultants from developed countries may be qualified... In such cases 
the higher price that expatriates command will be more than offset by the 
unique contribution they can make to the success of the project.’ 28 

Exactly how unique this contribution is remains a matter of some con¬ 
troversy. For example, in one series of World Bank-assisted agricultural 
projects in Nigeria (with a total combined cost of $1.5 billion) there has been 
extensive use of expatriate experts - indeed, no less than 1,040 staff years of 
technical assistance have been provided by the Bank and its consultants. 
Despite this massive use of expensive foreign skills, however, official audits of 
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the projects concerned have shown that the results have been ‘very disappoint¬ 
ing’ with almost zero productivity increases. 29 

Neither is this an isolated case. An extensive survey of project aid carried out 
by the OECD’s Development Centre concluded: ‘We see very few advantages 
in the consistent use of foreign consultancy firms, except as a way of spending 
aid money.’ Amongst the reasons given for this rather uncompromising 
statement were the following: 

• Claims by Western consulting firms that they are able to make a special 
contribution to projects because of the wealth of field experience 
accumulated by their staff are more rhetorical than real. Most such firms 
in fact employ few permanent staff, the teams they send out are recruited 
only for the duration of the specific contract on which they are working 
and, normally, the members of these teams have not worked together 
before. 

• Western consultancies are selling their skills; it is therefore not in their 
interests to communicate their expertise to others. As a result, even when 
contractually obliged to do so, the vast majority pay no regard to the 
enhancement of consultancy skills in recipient countries. The net effect 
is that these firms ‘gravely inhibit the development of local capabilities’. 

• Likewise, individual foreign experts employed on projects have a strong 
vested interest in ensuring that their local counterparts never become 
capable of taking over from them - since such a take-over would mean 
the termination of their own lucrative contracts. One device that experts 
use is to make themselves ‘indispensable’ by unnecessarily complicating 
and extending the tasks that they perform; in this way they can often 
outlast a series of counterparts. 

• Foreign experts and advisers, with their high cost, may be a less effective 
way of spending project money than, for example, material inputs. A 
Western consultant heading one rural scheme complained bitterly that 
locally hired staf f seemed to feel they had a ‘right’ to make use of project 
vehicles, and admitted that this issue was 'souring the atmosphere of 
co-operation’; the vehicles, he said, had been intended for the expatriate 
advisers only. When interviewed, however, one of the local staff had this 
to say: ‘Improving our efficiency in the field often depends on factors 
quite removed from what a foreign expert can teach us. Here we don’t 
have the petrol, spare parts or sometimes even the vehicles to go round 
the nearby farms as regularly as we should. A minute fraction of the 
salary of one single expert would have settled that problem for five or six 
of our administrative staff and given them more opportunity to operate 
effectively.’ 50 

Other doubts about the so-called ‘unique contribution’ that foreign experts 
can make focus on their attitudes and on the ways in which they conduct their 
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daily lives. For example, the fact that few of them stay long enough in any 
developing country to learn the languages spoken there effectively cuts them 
off from any real contact with large numbers of people who should matter to 
them a great deal - the poor. More often than not, says Hari Mohan Mathur, 
experts’ contacts are ‘confined to 61 ite groups in the capital and major towns’. 31 
Jacques Bousquet agrees with this observation and adds that experts and 
consultants frequently come to look on their overseas assignments more as 
extended tourist trips than as anything else. ‘We thought theywereheretohelp 
us,’ the former UNESCO Educational Adviser was told by one Ivoirean, ‘but 
not a bit of it! They want to see the country.’ 32 

Packaged Poverty 

Development tourism, of course, is done not only by experts and consultants 
but also by all the other prosperous, propertied, healthy, educated and 
influential people who make their living from portraying, writing about, 
launching emotional appeals on behalf of, studying and administering the lives 
of those who are penniless, vagrant, diseased, illiterate and politically im¬ 
potent. Bureaucrats from aid agency headquarters in Washington, New York, 
Paris, Geneva, Vienna or Rome, and certain breeds of academic, researcher, 
journalist, broadcaster and pop star, are amongst those who do very well thank 
you, who make their fortunes or their reputations - or both - because of the 
poor and the dispossessed. Together with the experts and consultants resident 
‘in the field’, it is outsiders like these who shape the ways in which the poor are 
seen, define their problems, and formulate all the policies, projects and 
programmes intended to alleviate their poverty. Local and central government 
officials from the developing countries are also allowed to play a rdle ~ but these 
people are as much aliens in the universe inhabited by the poor as are the 
visitors from afar. 

The tendency for those who are not poor to become mere sightseers in the 
world of those who are is one of the central problems of international 
development. It is at its most noticeable during f amines and other catastrophes 
when the distinction between the haves and the have-nots of this world ceases 
to be merely a matter of relative wealth and poverty and becomes instead a 
matter of life and death. Whether we are aid workers, journalists, or priests our 
ability to make excursions to these places, see, smell, touch, interview and 
possibly feed the dying, and then return to our own comfortable homes 
and hotels, must surely rank amongst the most bizarre paradoxes of modern 
times. 

At the height of the famine that took more than a million Ethiopian lives in 
1984-5, it was perfectly possibleduring the course of a singlemoming to travel 
by light aircraft from the luxury of the Addis Ababa Hilton to the surreal 
horror of the relief camp at Koran where tens of thousands of gaunt and ragged 
people lay strewn like the casualties of some brutish medieval battle across a 
blasted heath. One could then take pictures, take notes, or otherwise appraise 
and evaluate the situation, and then fly back to Addis Ababa again in time to 
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catch an hour of sunbathing at the side of one of the finest swimming pools in 
the world. 

I was in Ethiopia as a journalist, but journalists were not the only foreigners 
queuing up to rubberneck the apocalypse. The country, although short on 
food, was long on relief workers and aid personnel of all kinds: every possible 
voluntary agency had sent people in to see if they could sniff out likely projects; 
FAO, UNICEF and WFP were all over the place; ICRC had several ashen¬ 
faced representatives in situ radiating appropriate amounts of gloom, doom 
and selfless devotion to duty; even the Secretary General of the United Nations 
turned up at one point to find out for himself what starving children looked like 

- and to be photographed doing so. By 8 a.m. each day the lobby of the Hilton 
would thus be crammed with bureaucrats in safari suits, some self-consciously 
clutching lunch boxes from the coffee shop, waiting for the minibus that would 
take them to the airport to catch the morning shuttle to hell. 

Meanwhile celebrities and VIPs by the dozen had also appeared: Charlton 
Heston, Senator Edward Kennedy, Bob Geldof and Cardinal Basil Hume were 
just a few of the ‘personalities’ who came, saw and commented. There were 
swarms of less important visitors, too - ghoulish holidaymakers for whom the 
conventional East African attractions of safaris, sun, sand, sea and sex were 
apparently no longer enough. Typically these were young, middle-class 
Europeans and Americans with a f ew Japanese and Australians thrown in. The 
women wore earnest expressions, but not bras, and favoured jeans and open 
sandals displaying large dirty feet. The men, fresh-faced but with aggressive 
beards, were equally casual and equally earnest. Some had got off their 
Nairobi-bound planes on impulse when they stopped over at Addis Ababa and 
could give no good reason for wanting to visit the famine areas. Peeping Toms 
and disaster groupies, the truth was that they were driven by a depraved, 
voyeuristic urge: they wanted to ‘get in touch’ with poverty. 

It was easy to despise them, but they were not very much more obnoxious 
than the rest of us on the scene. The aid agency officials who had come to 
Ethiopia to help (or more often to ‘assess the scale of the problem’), the 
professional communicators who had come to inform world opinion (or more 
often to mislead it), and the l uminari es who had come to lend their prestige (or 
more often to boost their own egos) were also keen to get in touch with poverty 

- and were just as unlikely actually to do so. We, too, in our own ways were all 
voyeurs; we, too, were tourists of a macabre kind. 

I got to see the famine in a single-engined Cessna that had been chartered by 
two aid workers from Washington, DC. With us as well was a rather dour 
official ‘minder’ from the government-run Relief and Rehabilitation Com¬ 
mission, sent along, I believe, to make sure that we did not subvert any 
peasants. We must have looked, when we set off, like rather a diverse team - 
two Americans, one Brit, and an Ethiopian civil servant; the truth was, 
however, that we had a great deal in common with one another. We were, for 
example, all relatively affluent, we were literate, and we were city dwellers; we 
were also chronically well fed, as were our children; none of us had dysentery 
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or intestinal parasites; all of us had homes and jobs to return to at the end of our 
mission. In short, we were as different from the starving and destitute beings 
we were shortly to encounter as, say, Easter is from a motor car, or next 
Saturday night from a hillside in Provence. We were one category of object and 
they - the poor - were quite another. 

What followed was a package tour. We went (of course) only to places where 
our aircraft could land and, from there, only to other places that could be 
reached relatively quickly by car. When we talked to famine victims we did so 
through an interpreter and this had the effect of producing rather stilted ex¬ 
changes - less conversations than interrogations. Mostly, however, we got our 
information from other aid workers, other journalists, Red Cross nurses, and 
from Ethiopian government officials (who showed us impressive-looking charts 
on the walls of their offices). We gravitated, in other words, to anyone obliging 
enough to speak English - to people like us, to outsiders, to the non-poor. 

After a few days of this, having touched base at the port of Assab (to see food 
aid shipments arriving) and having wandered around the relief camps at 
Korem, Makalle, and Bati (to see people dying like flies), we flew back to Addis 
in our smart little Cessna. We were, after all, busy men with pressing 
appointments elsewhere. The upshot was this: I wrote my stories and, 
eventually, a book. My two American companions wrote their back-to-office 
reports and, eventually, got some sort of project started. Our Ethiopian minder 
returned to his desk at the RRC and, eventually, won a scholarship to study 
agronomy at a technical college in the United States. As for the poor - well, 
they stayed poor, they are still poor now, and they probably always will be. 

I was profoundly moved by much that I saw in northern Ethiopia, but I 
cannot say that I learned a great deal there. Neither did the aid workers who 
were with me: they came back equally touched by sentiment and equally out of 
touch with poverty. Ours was a short, sharp visit, a sightseeing excursion - and 
absolutely nothing more than that. 

Excursions like these, however, take place all the time and not just (or even 
mainly) during emergencies: major development projects absorbing vast sums 
of Western tax-payers’ money and affecting the lives of billions of peoplein the 
Third World for years to come are routinely conceived, planned, supervised 
and appraised on the basis of visits that are equally brief, hurried and 
superficial. Robert Chambers of the Institute of Development Studies at 
Sussex University estimates that there are ‘tens of thousands of cases daily’ of 
such jaunts by aid workers, officials, experts and consultants who may differ 
‘widely in race, nationality, religion, profession, age, sex, language, interests, 
prejudices, conditioning and experience’, but who, nevertheless, usually have 
at least three things in common: ‘they come from urban areas; they want to find 
something out; and they are short of time’. 33 

Something Fishy 

At the UN’s Food and Agriculture Organisation, staff and experts paid to 
promote food self-sufficiency in the Third World are sometimes so short of 
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time that they never visit, supervise, or assess the impact of their projects at all. 
In one developing country external auditors examined four projects financed 
by the agency, all nearing completion; at three no FAO personnel had ever 
been anywhere near the site. 34 A consultant who has been involved in FAO 
rural development schemes says frankly: ‘Projects are dreamed up in two or 
three weeks.’ Thereafter, even if there are ‘huge holes in them’ they are ‘rarely 
investigated’. 35 Questioned about allegations like these, a disillusioned in¬ 
formation officer admitted: ‘After nine years in the FAO I have difficulty 
understanding what it does in the field.’ 36 

FAO’s recent sorties into fish-fanning - known technically as ‘aquaculture’ 
- provide some indications of the extent of the agency’s incompetence. Its 
efforts to develop the recognised potential of this relatively new and exciting 
area of food production have, from the outset, been marred by a series of stupid 
and expensive blunders, many of which are attributable to hubris and shoddy 
‘smash-and-grab’ research by its own experts. 

According to Douglas W. Cross, himself an experienced aquaculture 
consultant, 37 several fish-farms in Egypt financed and managed by FAO 
during the 1980s have been unmitigated disasters: to date more than $50 
million has been wasted. The farms owe their existence to a single FAO expert 
who made a very brief field visit and then proposed the establishment in the 
delta region ‘of deepwater ponds rearing several species offish’. 

The idea, which suggested that large-scale units might achieve ‘astounding 
yields’, looked good on paper and was taken up enthusiastically by the giant 
UN agency and by the Egyptian Ministry of Agriculture. What was not 
realised at the time - because nobody bothered to find out - was that the soil of 
the delta region is totally unsuitable for building almost any sort of fish-pond 
structures. As Cross explains: ‘Whilst it seems to be strong and stable when 
dry, it is composed of a sodium montmorillonite clay which, when wet, absorbs 
up to 110 per cent of its volume of water, turns to a slurry and collapses 
completely.’ 

Proper field studies would have identified these soil characteristics. N o such 
studies were done, however, with consequences that have since become 
painfully apparent. At the FAO farm at El Zawiyah, for example, Cross 
recently found that: 

Huge ponds had been built with banks two metres high and ten metres or 
more thick. Only half held water, no more than one metre deep, and their 
banks were collapsing and eroding at rates of two or three metres a year. 

At harvest time the loose unstable soil formed a liquid mud which 
smothered the fry before they could be moved into growing ponds . . . 
Despite overwhelming evidence to the contrary the FAO official re¬ 
sponsible for running the farm stated that he still believed an engineering 
solution would be found to the problem. 

Meanwhile, not far away, a group of ‘un-aided’ smallholders who had 
established their own much less ambitious ponds in the wetlands of the Lake 
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Manzalah area were in no need of any expensive high-tech ‘solutions’; far from 
having problems they were successfully harvesting 27,000 tonnes of fish 
annually at no cost to Western tax-payers. When Cross suggested that FAO 
and the Ministry of Agriculture might learn something from these farmers, he 
was told by one official: ‘Do not waste your time talking to people like that. 
They are uneducated. They know nothing.’ 

This description, however, would seem to apply better to FAO itself. In the 
southern African country of Malawi, at Kasinthula, the agency has financed 
another aquaculture project, the centrepiece of which is a demonstration 
fish-farm - unfortunately located next to a bird sanctuary. As a result, says 
Cross: 

the ponds support an astonishingly large population of fish-eating birds 
ranging from small kingfishers to a flock of fish eagles. There have been 
wonderfully involved quarrels between the sanctuary’s bird warden and 
fish-farm staff when the latter attempted to control some of the worst 
excesses of the birds in their efforts to clear the ponds of fish before the 
men could harvest them. . .A less appropriate site for a fish-farm would 
be hard to find. 

FAO now receives over 200 applications per week from fisheries and 
aquaculture specialists keen to register as highly paid consultants. In Cross’s 
experienced judgement, the applicants - many of whom eventually get con¬ 
tracts - are typically: 

highly qualified but relatively inexperienced graduates, claiming to be 
at the leading edge of specialisations such as induced breeding and 
sex control, nutrition, vaccine application and complex recycling tech¬ 
nology. All these have their place in the development of aquaculture, but 
mainly in the devising of luxury products for the richer nations. 
Aquaculture in the developing countries does not call for such exotic 
skills. They are irrelevant to the needs of poor people who simply want to 
gain a little more control over their lives without at the same time 
increasing their risks. Consultants who are appointed purely because of 
their impressive academic and technical qualifications are in fact often a 
menace to the societies in which they yearn to demonstrate their 
knowledge. 

FAO is not alone in taking on consultants like these and then inflicting the 
silly projects that they dream up on the poor of the Third World. USAID’s 
excursions into aquaculture are also frequently characterised by poor planning 
and an over-reliance on inappropriate technology. One fish-farm financed by 
the American agency at San in the baking-hot West African country of Mali 
was designed on the assumption that it could be kept filled from a nearby 
irrigation canal. Not so, however! AID’s consultant knew a great deal about 
fish but failed to acquaint himself with the elementary fact that the canal only 
contains water for five months a year; since the ponds must be kept full during 
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che other seven months as well an expensive diesel-powered pump now has to 
be used in the dry season to bring water from more than two kilometres away. 

A second equally serious problem afflicts USAID’s Mali venture: no suitable 
fish-food is available locally. The result, as Cross explains, is that ‘feeds have to 
be bought in - this in a country which faces desperate problems even feeding its 
own people’. To add insult to injury, the quantity of fish produced by the farm 
is extremely low; if account is taken of the value of all the inputs, then the 
actual cost of the farm’s fish works out at roughly $4,000 per kilol 

Don’t Ask the Poor 

Mistakes like these are inevitable, however, in a big agency that often appears 
neither to have the time to talk to poor people nor the humility to tap their local 
knowledge - of dry seasons, for example. In one recent and unfortunately 
typical USAID mission, a senior official based in the Indonesian capital of 
Jakarta went ‘up country’ - supposedly to leam about a project for mothers of 
malnourished children in a remote rural area. On arrival the visitor was greeted 
by a large group of mums and kids. They had dressed in their best clothes and 
had prepared, in the words of one observer,‘a big table groaning with food. . . 
they were poor, but they wanted to honour this guy’. The USAID man, 
however, refused to leave the protection of his vehicle and insisted that ‘under 
no circumstances’ would he eat with ‘such people’. Asked by a junior colleague 
if he would at least take a cup of tea he again refused and suggested: ‘You could 
tell them that the important American was just too busy.’ All in all, although 
three full days were spent driving out to the project and then driving back to 
Jakarta, less than half an hour was spent at the project site itself and none of the 
beneficiaries were talked to. 38 

Such a scale of priorities would raise few eyebrows at Britain’s Overseas 
Development Administration which allows many of its projects in the Third 
World to be ruined because it is ‘too busy’ to talk to local people. Examples 
include the Victoria Dam on Sri Lanka’s Mahaweli River where auditors found 
that 30,000 people were resettled with undue haste and in an unsatisfactory 
manner as a result of lack of advance planning and inadequate consultation. In 
Nepal a rural access road supposedly designed to alleviate poverty in fact made 
the poor worse off because it stimulated urban development and allowed 
government bureaucracy to expand in the area. 39 In Belize the upgrading of the 
Northern Highway entirely overlooked the danger that increased traffic and 
increased speeds would pose for villagers living near the road. In consequence, 
several young children were killed and maimed within a few months of 
completion of works; local people then rightly insisted on the installation of 
speed bumps to slow down traffic. ‘These’, as the auditors note, ‘have reduced 
the economic benefits of the road’. 40 Indifference to ‘social factors’ has been 
identified in so many other ODA projects that it seems to be almost standard 
operating procedure to ignore the wishes, the opinions and the possible 
contributions of the poor. 41 

The same is true at the World Bank which, after more than forty years’ 
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experience in the field, is only prepared to admit that in certain circumstances 
‘active involvement of the intended beneficiaries may improve the prospects of 
a project’. 42 

The Bank, which puts more money into more schemes in more developing 
countries than any other institution, claims that ‘it seeks to meet the needs of 
the poorest people’; 43 at no stage in what it refers to as ‘the project cycle’, 
however, does it actually take the time to ask the poor themselves how they 
perceive their needs; neither does it canvass their views on how they feel these 
needs might best be met. Indeed, from the identification of a possible Bank 
project right through to its ex post evaluation, the poor are entirely left out of 
the decision-making process - almost as though they did not exist. As a 
Senegalese peasant commented after one mission of high-powered develop¬ 
ment experts had made a cursory tour of his village: ‘They do not know that 
there are living people here.’ 44 

To explain arrogant behaviour like this, it is not necessary to produce 
psychological profiles of the high-flying economics graduates who make up 
almost 70 per cent of the Bank’s professional staff. 45 The simple truth is 
that borrowing is done by governments and it is therefore to government 
officials that the Bank talks in the main. The only other people whose views 
seem to matter are foreigners: United Nations experts, for example, or the 
representatives of large private corporations. 

The World Bank’s own description of the project cycle makes all this quite 
clear. In the beginning, we are told: ‘Governments propose projects for 
financing . . . Sometimes a Bank mission supervising an earlier project will 
suggest a new project. . . Some projects may be suggested through the work of 
UN agencies. Some are brought forward by private sponsors, such as mining 
enterprises seeking to develop new resources.’ 44 

Once a project has been identified in this way, it has to be prepared. ‘The 
borrower’ does this, helped of course by ‘Bank staff, UN agency personnel, 
and outside consultants’ who ‘frequently play a major role’ in designing the 
technical, managerial, economic and financial dimensions. 47 

Next comes appraisal, which is ‘solely the Bank’s responsibility . . . The 
appraisal includes a visit by a team of Bank experts to the country, typically 
lasting from three to five weeks.’ 48 If all is well, the project will then be 
approved subject to the signing of a binding loan-agreement between the 
borrowing government and the Bank. 49 Thereafter, from time to time, 
supervision missions will pop out from Washington to ‘ensure that funds are 
spent in the manner agreed on’, and ‘that the project achieves the objectives for 
which the loan was made’. 50 

What is conspicuously absent from all this is any requirement, or oppor¬ 
tunity, for professionals and experts to undertake in-depth field investigations 
amongst the poor who live around the project site - let alone to tap these 
people’s local knowledge or to encourage them to participate in the project 
itself. 51 As the Bank’s own Operations Evaluation Department admitted in 
1988 in a disturbing review of experience since 1965: ‘The principles guiding 
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beneficiary participation in Bank-financed projects have been quite abstract 
and of limited operational impact. Beneficiaries were not assigned a role in the 
decision-making process, nor was their technological knowledge sought prior 
to designing project components.’ 52 

This is so in large part because the Bank has elevated the technique of the 
‘brief rural visit’ to the status of a fine art. During the ‘three to five weeks’ that 
the appraisal mission spends in the borrowing country, for example, staff have 
a strict and rather limited working brief which ensures in practice that they will 
pass most of their time in the best hotel in the capital city studying 
documents. 53 When they venture out they will do so mainly in limousines 
which will whisk them in air-conditioned luxury to meetings with their 
counterparts in various government ministries. A ‘field trip’ will of course be 
made at some point but, typically, will not involve leaving the capital for more 
than two or three days. During this period the experts will stay in a government 
guest house or other similar facility close to the project site; there they will 
study more documents and hold meetings with local officials, district com¬ 
missioners and the like. What they will not do is conduct extensive interviews 
with the poor; even if there were time for this, which there is not, few staff 
would have the experience to do it properly and less would have the inclination: 
‘going on missions to prepare and supervise projects was looked upon by most 
as a trial,’ recalls Catherine Watson, a former Bank official. 54 

A fairly precise picture of the hectic pace at which missions operate can be 
gleaned from ex post audits done by the Bank’s Operations Evaluation Depart¬ 
ment. Such audits normally result from a ‘desk review of all materials 
pertaining to the project’ 55 and thus maintain the Bank tradition of not talking 
to the poor; they do, however, reveal a good deal about the way in which staff 
continually substitute third-rate development tourism for proper fieldwork. 

In Guatemala, for example, one typical agricultural project received an 
impressive total of sixteen missions at various stages of appraisal and super¬ 
vision. However: ‘Fifteen different experts . . . were involved. Ten of them 
visited the project once; another three of them only twice. The “burden” of 
continuity was provided by two experts who paid three and five visits 
respectively. In seven cases none of the supervision staff had visited the project 
before.’ Only in five cases had one of the supervisors been on the previous 
mission. ‘Thus, field supervision was fragmented, staff continuity very low. ,56 

In another audit of a group of agricultural projects in five Latin American 
countries, the Operations Evaluation Department notes its impression of work 
being done 

in haste by individuals with heavy travel schedules, few of them able to 
pay more than one or two visits on any series of projects to any single 
country . . . only one out of every four individuals made more than one 
mission on any one series of projects, and only one out of seven made 
more than two. . . fifty-three out of the seventy-three individuals never 
got back on a subsequent mission to look at the programmes. 57 
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This kind of dilettante approach can lead to glaring errors and oversights. In 
Sri Lanka, for instance, inadequate appraisal of an agricultural scheme, and 
total lack of contact with (or knowledge of) the beneficiary population, 
resulted in ‘a faulty project design which dispersed Tamil settlers amongst 
Sinhalese villages’. Given the ethnic tensions in Sri Lanka at the time - 
amounting virtually to a state of civil war between Tamils and Sinhalese - this 
was foolish in the extreme. 58 Meanwhile, in Mexico, no fewer than nine 
successive Bank missions failed to do anything to remedy a basic technical fault 
at one Mexican irrigation scheme which was suffering from a leaking reservoir. 
Each mission noted the puzzling fact that the reservoir was empty when it 
should have been full but made no investigation of the problem - on the 
assumption that the next mission would handle this irksome task. The Bank 
concentrated its supervision efforts almost entirely on enforcing the covenants 
on agricultural services and water charges,’ notes the internal audit. As a 
result, ‘the main problem confronting the project’ was ignored. 59 

Not all supervision is done by such short-stay missions. Although 80 per 
cent of the Bank’s 6,000 staff are based at headquarters in Washington 60 
the remainder are posted in the Third World. Bangladesh, Benin, Bolivia, 
Burkina Faso, Burundi, Cameroon and Colombia all have the benefit of a 
permanent Bank office, as do Ethiopia, Ghana, India, Indonesia, Ivory Coast, 
Kenya, Madagascar, Mali, Nepal, Niger, Nigeria, Pakistan, Peru, Rwanda, 
Saudi Arabia, Senegal, Somalia, Sri Lanka, Sudan, Tanzania, Thailand, 
Togo, Uganda, Zaire and Zambia. 61 Whether these offices are able to contri¬ 
bute a great deal more than visiting missions is, however, open to doubt: a 
recent confidential evaluation of 116 projects found that the Bank constantly 
rotated its overseas staff with the result that few officers were able to acquire 
in-depth expertise in any one country or region. Furthermore, there was ‘no 
provision for systematic country orientation . . . sometimes not even an 
appropriate reading list’. 62 

There would probably be little demand for such facilities, even if they were 
available. As Catherine Watson observes, staff actively resist foreign appoint¬ 
ments, which ‘are spoken of as a term of exile in an uncomfortable place’. 63 
This perhaps explains why those who do have the misfortune to end up living 
overseas endeavour to make themselves as comfortable as possible while they 
are there. All permanent offices are in the capital cities of the countries in which 
they are located, usually in the plushest business districts. Staff residences, 
too, are to be found in the very best areas, as far away from the poor as it is 
physically possible to get, and sometimes designed to cut off all contact with 
them. In Nairobi, Kenya, for example, the Bank has its own exclusive 
compound with a barbed-wire perimeter guarded by furious attack dogs; 
burglar alarms in every house are connected to all the others and there is a 
hot-line to a security company that can send in teams of uniformed men armed 
with cudgels in the event of a break-in. 

Such a siege mentality can hardly be conducive to feelings of trust and 
understanding between the World Bank and the ordinary people who its 
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projects are supposed to serve. Rather, it seems to suggest that there is a great 
gulf fixed between the ‘developers’ and those they have come to develop: on the 
one side rich men in their castles; on the other paupers and peasants at the gate. 
After several decades of such elitism ‘it is not surprising’, says one observer, 
that in many countries the poor now see development ‘as an alien process, 
something done to them and a waste of effort’. 64 

An Eerie Philosophy 

The World Bank shares this view to some extent. Although, of course, it does 
not regard what it does as a waste of effort, it certainly no longer defines 
development as something that is done for poor people (let alone by them or 
even with their consent); on the contrary, the tendency is to treat the poor as 
cogs in a wheel that is rolling towards some greater end. 

Projects aimed at alleviating malnutrition, for example, are not seen by the 
Bank as being intrinsically worthwhile; they are justified because: ‘A reduction 
in mortality generates a value to society equivalent to the discounted value of 
the future production of each individual saved. ,65 In other words, the function 
of human life is to produce; people should have enough to eat so that 
production can continue to grow. 

The Bank spells this slightly eerie philosophy out more clearly in its 
important policy study Poverty and Hunger. Subtitled Issues and Options for 
Food Security in Developing Countries, this remarkable document tells us that: 

Food security has to do with access by all people at all times to enough 
food for an active and healthy life. Available data suggest that more than 
700 million people in the developing world lack the food necessary for 
such a life. No problem of underdevelopment may be more serious than 
or have such important implications for the long-term growth of low- 
income countries. Attempting to ensure food security can be seen as an 
investment in human capital that will make for a more productive society. A 
properly fed, healthy, active and alert population contributes more effec¬ 
tively to economic development than one which is physically and mentally 
weakened by inadequate diet and poor health. 66 

In the arse-about-face logic of the bureaucrats who write such chilling 
memoranda, human beings are reduced to capital instruments - to mere means 
of production. Like lathes, or electric turbines, or smelting plants, their output 
- and thus their ‘contribution to economic development’ - will be greater if 
they are properly fuelled and oiled. This is what the World Bank actually 
means when it talks about ‘investing in human capital’. 

Once this point is reached, once abstract concepts like economic growth 
have been shamelessly reified, it does not take a very great step to put the cart 
before the horse completely and start seeing some h uman beings with their silly 
hopes and aspirations as obstacles to the ‘development’ process. This was 
certainly the opinion of the Bank consultant in Korea who concluded that that 
country’s export-led growth was ‘ threatened by the improvement in the in- 
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come-share of the workers’ that had recently taken place, and advised the 
government ‘to prevent any further rise in wages’. 67 

The obstinate poor may, at times, have to be treated even more harshly than 
this. In Africa, for example, the Bank is engaged in a messianic campaign for 
‘structural adjustment’ and notes with pleasure that: ‘There are definite signs 
of greater willingness of African governments to consider policy reforms.’ 68 
Since these reforms involve, inter alia, cuts in public expenditure on ‘aspects of 
education and health’ and cuts in subsidies for basic food items, it is inevitable 
that the most vulnerable sections of the population will suffer - as the Bank 
admits: ‘The urban poor have lost out through higher food prices and 
deteriorating services,’ it tells us, while ‘rural dwellers in areas of low potential’ 
have also ‘not benefited’. Such people may even object to the development that 
is going on around them and passing them by. This, however, should not be 
allowed to slow down tough reforms that are taking place in the name of 
increased productivity and efficiency. Indeed, the Bank defines the main 
function of external aid as helping to ensure that governments ‘sustain reforms 
against the opposition of those who are adversely affected’. 69 

The policy document in which these remarks are to be found is described as a 
‘Joint Programme of Action’ - joint in the sense that the Bank wants others to 
participate with it in implementing its agenda for Africa. ‘We are keen to join,’ 
it says, ‘with the UnitedNations and its agencies, with the European Commun¬ 
ity, with the African Development Bank, with the Economic Commission for 
Africa, and with other international and national organisations to assist the 
countries in sub-Saharan Africa in their development efforts.’ 70 

What this means in plain English is that a gang of vainglorious economists 
and bureaucrats in Washington who have never in their lives had any direct 
experience of poverty want to pull donors together so that they can effectively 
control all aid-flows to the world’s poorest continent; once they have done that 
they will be in a strong position to cow recalcitrant governments and prevent 
them from playing one donor off against another; they will also be able to 
support those governments which are willing to ‘reform’ by bearing some of 
the economic and political costs of the necessary repression. 71 

That such an approach can in any way be described as ‘developmental’ 
without provoking howls of outrage and derision is a tribute to the enormous 
influence that the Bank has had on the thinking and behaviour of other aid 
institutions - most of which have already ‘joined’ with it on numerous 
occasions not only in Africa but also in every other region of the Third World. 
The global lender undertakes extensive co-financing with virtually all the main 
bilateral and multilateral agencies and frequently selects, defines, appraises 
and supervises projects on their behalf. It has forged close and continuing 
relationships with key United Nations organisations (notably FAO, WHO, 
UNIDO, UNESCO and UNDP). In addition its vast resources make it a 
powerhouse of research. Statistics, position papers like those that I have 
referred to above, and country reports emanating from Bank headquarters in 
Washington are drawn upon extensively by the rest of the donor community 
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and play an important rflle in shaping the development process and de fining 
the place of the poor within it. 72 

Increasingly this is a marginal place - not because there is a cruel conspiracy 
astir but, rather, because the Bank and other aid donors see the poor only 
dimly. Such selective myopia is the inevitable by-product of a philosophy in 
which economic growth is treated asanendinitself rather than as a means to an 
end. That same philosophy, however, can only remain unchallenged - and 
maintain its intellectual credibility - because of work methods that blur 
perceptions of the human casualties of ‘development’. The brief rural visit, the 
hurried appraisal, the absence of proper fieldwork, and the unshakeable 
conviction that ‘we’ know what is best for ‘them’ are all factors which have 
important implications for the kinds of project that eventually get handed 
down to the poor. A great many of these projects are abject failures. Some are 
irrelevant and help nobody. Others are harmful: in the name of development 
they trample vulnerable people underfoot and, frequendy, do irreparable 
damage to the environment. 

In India, for example, on the borders of the states of Madhya Pradesh and 
Uttar Pradesh, the Singrauli Power and Coal Mining Complex has received 
almost a billion dollars in World Bank funding since 1977 - the most recent 
loan being for $250 million. Here, because of ‘development’, 300,000 poor 
rural people have been subjected to frequent forced relocations as new mines 
and power-stations have opened. Some families have been obliged to move as 
many as five times; today, unable to put roots down anywhere, they are utterly 
destitute. 73 

This scandal was recently the subject of emotional testimony heard in the US 
Senate by the House Subcommittee on International Development Institu¬ 
tions and Finance. According to Bruce Rich, Senior Attorney with the 
Environmental Defense Fund: 

The management of the Bank-financed power plant and coal-mine is 
gravely deficient. The cooling channel for the power plant has never 
functioned properly and 60 per cent of the water flows out through a 
rupture in its walls, periodically flooding the land of an adjacent village; 
human settlements exist right on the edge of the plant’s ash dumps; 
overburden from the coal-mine is actually being dumped on the grazing 
land of a tribal village, menacing the houses of the inhabitants - who 
refuse to leave because the Bank-financed coal company will not offer 
them compensation. 

In all directions around Singrauli, as far as the eye can see: 

the land has been totally destroyed and resembles scenes out of the lower 
circles of Dante’s inferno. Enormous amounts of dust and air and water 
pollution of every conceivable sort have created tremendous public 
health problems. Tuberculosis is rampant, potable water supplies have 
been destroyed, and chloroquine-resistant malaria afflicts the area. 
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Once-prosperous villages and hamlets have been replaced by ‘unspeakable 
hovels and shacks on the edges of the huge infrastructure projects . . . Some 
people are living inside the open pit mines.’ Furthermore, over 70,000 
previously self-sufficient peasant fanners - deprived of all other possible 
sources of income - now have no choice but to accept the indignity of 
intermittent employment at Singrauli for salaries of around 70 cents a day: 
below survival level even in India. 74 

Victims of Development 

In the name of progress, lives have been destroyed in virtually every country of 
the Third World. In Brazil a massive ‘colonisation’ and resettlement scheme 
known as ‘Polonoroeste’ has transformed many poor people into refugees in 
their own land and stands out as being particularly callous and ill-conceived. 
The project, which by 1985 had attracted loan commitments totalling $434.3 
million from the World Bank, has subsequently been the subject of consider¬ 
able public controversy, despite determined efforts to hush things up. 75 

Brazil is a country in which a wealthy few - just 1 per cent of the population - 
own 48 per cent of all arable land; it is also a country where at least 2.5 million 
people are landless and where an estimated 1,000 children die every day from 
hunger-related causes. 76 As a development project, it seems that the main 
function of Polonoroeste has been to provide a safety-valve for the political and 
social pressures that such stark contrasts generate by the simple expedient of 
moving the poor. Holding out the tantalising prospect of free land and a ‘new 
start’ amidst the dense-canopy rainforests of the north-west, the scheme has 
persuaded hundreds of thousands of needy people to migrate from central 
and southern provinces and to relocate themselves as farmers in the Amazon 
basin - where, conveniently, they are out of sight of their more prosperous 
compatriots. 

The World Bank’s backing for this project between 1982 and 1985 was 
crucial to the very rapid progress that it made in that period and contributed 
directly to what is now recognised - even by the Bank itself - as ‘an ecological, 
human and economic disaster of tremendous dimensions’. 77 It was $250 
million of the Bank’s money that paid for the speedy paving of Highway 
BR-364 which runs into the heart of the north-western province of Rondonia. 
All the settlers travel along this road on their way to farms that they will slash 
and bum out of the jungle. The highway has also encouraged rapid commercial 
penetration of the region by mining and logging companies and by cattle 
ranchers. 

The consequences of this combined onslaught have been devastating. 
Already 4 per cent deforested in 1982, Rond&nia was 11 percent deforested by 
1985. Since then NASA space surveys show that the area of deforestation has 
doubled approximately every two years; if the destruction continues at this 
pace, then less than 20 per cent of the province’s unique jungles will remain by 
the turn of the century. 78 Neighbouring Mato Grosso (the name means ‘thick 
forest’) had lost only 3,900 square miles of its 310,000 square miles of virgin 
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forest in 1975. By 1987, however, almost all of the jungle was gone. In that year 
satellite photographs showed 6,000 forest fires burning across the entire 
Amazon basin - every one of them started deliberately by land-clearers. Many 
of the fires were burning close to Highway BR-364. 79 

Such developments have created deep concern amongst environmentalists. 
Rainforests like those in Rondonia and Mato Grosso today occupy only 7 per 
cent of the earth’s surface but are thought to be home to 80 per cent of plant and 
anim al species. More important, they play a crucial role in the maintenance of 
all lif e on earth. One probable consequence of continued wholesale clearances 
will be an acceleration of the ‘greenhouse effect’ - the name given to the process 
whereby carbon dioxide, no longer being absorbed by trees, builds up in the 
atmosphere and causes global temperatures to rise. 80 Brazil contains one-third 
of all tropical rainforests and now has the dubious distinction of destroying 
more of this precious and irreplaceable resource than any other country in the 
world: over 3.6 million acres are felled each year. 81 

Polonoroeste has made its own significant contribution to such short-sighted 
desecration. The project, however, is seriously flawed not just because of its 
dire ecological implications but also because of the violence that has been 
visited upon those indigenous Indian peoples of Rondonia who have attempted 
to resist the incursions of outsiders. Some tribes have been virtually wiped 
out; others, herded into insanitary reservations, have been decimated by 
malnutrition and by diseases - like measles - that are new to them. 82 

In 1985, as a result of a well-organised international campaign mounted by 
environmental and human rights groups, the World Bank was forced to impose 
a temporary halt on payments of the undisbursed balance of its Polonoroeste 
loans; the flow of funds was only renewed after the Brazilian government had 
given guarantees that the environment, and the rights of tribal peoples in 
Rondonia, would in future be respected. 

Although these guarantees have, by and large, been honoured, there is a 
limit to what the government can do now that the Pandora’s Box of develop¬ 
ment has been opened in the Amazon. The settlers, who continue to pour into 
the north-west at the rate of 13,000 a month, 83 come because of land hunger. 
The cruel reality, however, is that the land they receive is wholly unsuitable for 
agriculture of any sustained kind. Within two to five years at most, soils that 
have previously been covered by tropical rainforest cease to be able to support 
enough food crops to provide even basic subsistence to smallholders, let alone a 
saleable surplus. The typical characteristic of such soils is that they have been 
leached of their nutrients by thousands of years of heavy precipitation and high 
temperatures. No problems occur while they are still forested and while vitality 
is preserved by the complex inter-relationships of above-ground plant and 
animal life. After logging and burning, however, the newly created fields 
become ever more barren and useless with each season. 84 

The smallholdings of many settlers in Rondonia have already failed and tens 
of thousands are now pressing on into the neighbouring province of Acre; there 
the cycle of deforestation and destruction to no useful end is being repeated. 85 
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Life for almost all the migrants has proved to be infinitely worse than it was 
before they were persuaded to begin the trek to the Amazon. Their prospects 
for supporting themselves are virtually zero and, in addition, more than 
200,000 are estimated to have contracted a particularly virulent strain of 
malaria, endemic in the north-west, to which they have no resistance. 86 

It is fair to say that, today, under the watchful eye of international environ¬ 
mental groups, the World Bank is making considerable efforts to promote mea¬ 
sures and actions to mitigate the deforestation and human suffering caused 
by the earlier stages of the Polonoroeste project. 87 Surprisingly, however, it 
seems bent on repeating elsewhere the same mistakes that it made in Brazil. 

A Final Solution for the Poor? 

In Indonesia, the world’s largest-ever exercise in human resettlement is 
currently under way - an exercise that is similar in many respects to Polo¬ 
noroeste and that has attracted multi-million-dollar backing from the Bank. 
Known as the ‘transmigration programme’, it is transferring peasant farmers 
from overcrowded Java to the more thinly populated outlying islands of the 
vast archipelago. At least six million people have already been moved, 88 and 
several million more are scheduled for relocation by 1994. 89 

The Bank first became involved in 1976. By 1986 it had committed no less 
than $600 million directly to support the transmigration programme - some 20 
per cent of all its lending to Indonesian agriculture during this decade. In 
addition, a further $680 million has been committed to the linked Nucleus 
Estate and Smallholder scheme - a long-term project which is settling some 
95,000 families of whom about one quarter are transmigrants. 90 USAID, the 
government of the Netherlands, the government of France and the govern¬ 
ment of the Federal Republic of Germany have also been generous in providing 
funds and technical assistance for resettlement, as have the EEC, UNDP, 
FAO, the World Food Programme and Catholic Relief Services. 91 

Such unquibbling backing from so large and respectable a group of Western 
bilateral, multilateral and voluntary agencies is difficult to explain or under¬ 
stand - particularly in the context of the experience of Polonoroeste which 
illustrated most starkly the dangers of resettlement in rainforest areas. Like 
Polonoroeste, furthermore, transmigration in Indonesia has entailed a breath¬ 
taking combination of human rights abuses, environmental destruction and 
bad development. To give some examples: 

• Land rights enjoyed under traditional law by the tribal people on 
outlying islands like Irian Jaya, Sulawesi and Kalimantan have been 
subordinated to transmigration. The relevant clause in Indonesian 
government legislation reads as follows: ‘The rights of traditional-law 
communities may not be allowed to stand in the way of the establishment 
of transmigration sites.’ 92 

• Transmigration to the island of Irian Jaya has fuelled a growing conflict 
between the Indonesian armed forces and nationalist Irianese. According 
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to Marcus Colchester of Survival International: ‘Local resistance to the 
takeover of traditional lands has been met with brutal violence by the 
Indonesian military.’ Indeed, the violence has been so extreme that more 
than 20,000 Irianese have so far fled their homes and sought refuge in 
neighbouring Papua New Guinea. 93 

The World Bank seems unconcerned: its principal internal policy 
document on transmigration states unequivocally that ‘well-planned 
settlement. . . must be encouraged’ in Irian Jaya. 94 The document adds 
that there is a clear need for the Indonesian government to be ‘sensitised 
to the rights of isolated and unassimilated people’. What we are not told, 
however, is how this is to be achieved 95 - nor does it seem likely that it 
will be an easy task: Irianese refugees report that their villages have been 
bombed by the Indonesian air force, that their settlements have been 
burned by the military, that women have been raped, that livestock have 
been killed or driven off, and that numbers of people have been 
indiscriminately shot while others have been imprisoned and tortured. 96 

• Meanwhile, the Indonesian government continues to implement a policy 
of ‘sedentarising’ and ‘assimilating’ into the mainstream all of Indo¬ 
nesia’s iribal peoples. According to the Minister of Transmigration: ‘The 
different ethnic groups’ of Indonesia ‘will in the long run disappear. . . 
and there will be one kind of man’. 97 

This rather c hillin g objective has been described by one Australian 
critic as ‘the Javanese version of Nazi Germany’s lebensraum'. 9i To 
achieve it, Indonesian government plans call for Irian Jaya’s entire 
indigenous population of 800,000 tribal people to be moved - forcibly if 
necessary - from their traditional homesteads and villages and into 
resettlement sites on the island by 1998; this programme of ‘internal 
transmigration’ is being carried out at the rate of approximately 13,000 
families per year." 

‘Apart from causing severe conflicts over land rights,’ says Marcus 
Colchester, internal transmigration - which is also taking place on 
several other islands - ‘has proved socially and economically catastrophic 
for the tribal communities involved. Many communities have faced the 
double indignity of having their lands taken over for the creation of 
transmigration sites and then of being forcibly resettled back on their 
own lands where they find themselves a minority, despised for their 
“primitive” customs such as eating sago and pigs.’ 100 

• According to a report presented to the United Nations by the London- 
based Anti-Slavery Society, at least one supposedly vacant island given to 
migrants was actually already inhabited; the Indonesian army cleared 
land for the settlers by burning the indigenous people’s crops. 101 

• East Timor - seized by the Indonesian army in 1975 - has since been the 
target of considerable resettlement from Java. An estimated 150,000 of 
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the 700,000 indigenous inhabitants of East Timor have been killed in the 
subsequent fighting, or have died of hunger. 102 

• In addition to the human damage that it has done, the resettlement 
programme has also been responsible for much destructive clearing of 
Indonesia’s unique and extensive tropical rainforest. This forest, as the 
World Bank tells us in its own policy document on transmigration, ‘is 
one of the most biologically diverse areas in the world and has more than 
500 species of mammals, 1,500 species of birds, and a botanical diversity 
which includes 10,000 species of trees. For this reason, Indonesia’s 
forests and wildlife are a matter of international interest, and Indonesia’s 
stewardship of them a matter of utmost importance.’ 103 

In the light of this remark the Bank’s continued support for the trans¬ 
migration programme seems grotesque. An authoritative survey recendy 
carried out by the Indonesian government’s own Forestry Department 
(jointly with the Washington-based International Institute for Environ¬ 
ment and Development) concludes that transmigration is ‘the single 
sectoral activity with the greatest potential to advance forest destruction 
[and] can only have negative implications for forest resources’. 104 

Sulawesi and Sumatra - both major focuses of transmigration - have 
suffered particularly badly. On the latter, 2.3 million hectares of land 
formerly under canopy forest are today defined as ‘critical’ - i.e. so 
degraded that they are unable to sustain even subsistence agriculture or 
to fulfil normal soil functions such as absorbing water. More than 30 per 
cent of Sulawesi has been reduced to this same ‘critical’ state as a result of 
transmigration. 105 Over Indonesia as a whole, current plans envisage the 
destruction of a great many more millions of hectares of irreplaceable 
rainforest to make way for resettlement sites. 106 

Despite these and other profoundly negative aspects of transmigration in 
Indonesia, the long-term involvement of the World Bank and other donors 
would perhaps be comprehensible if the programme were achieving its own 
stated objectives- i.e. if it were greatly improving the quality of migrants’ lives 
or, at the very least, making them less poor than they were before they left their 
original homes. Tragically, however, this is not the case. 

A principal reason why - as aid agencies acquainted with Polonoroeste could 
not have failed to realise from the outset - is that the soils of new settlements 
that have been hacked and cleared out of rainforest cannot support sustained 
agriculture. The result, observes United States Republican Senator Robert 
Kasten - who has strongly opposed American financial support for transmigra¬ 
tion- is that the migrants, after a few short years, ‘are left with little choice but 
to move back to the cities, or to begin illegal logging and slash-and-bum 
fanning, which destroys even more forest lands’. 107 

The move back to the cities is already well advanced. There are documented 
cases of migrant families attempting to sell their children in order to raise the 
money to pay for a return to Java. 108 Meanwhile, on Irian Jaya alone, more 
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than 7,000 settlers are known to have abandoned transmigration sites and to 
have flocked to towns such as Jayapura and Sorong in search of urban 
employment - which is often not available. Prostitution and the spread of 
venereal disease are growing social problems which have been direcdy linked 
to the failure of transmigration to provide a sustainable economic base for 
settlers. 109 Nationwide some 300,000 people are now estimated to be living in 
‘economically marginal and deteriorating transmigration settlements’ and are 
recognised by the Indonesian government itself as ‘a potential source of serious 
political and social unrest in the future’. 110 

These 300,000, however, are probably just the visible tip of a much larger 
iceberg of settlers who have found their farms disappointingly unproductive. 
‘Dumped on deforested land without tools, without a community,’ in the 
words of one former aid worker, ‘the migrants have been unable to make a go of 
it.’ 111 A s a result they are presently obliged to rely on‘off-farm’workforupto 
80 per cent of their incomes 112 - a precarious state of affairs since, as the World 
Bank admits, these off-farm earnings will fall when ‘wage-income associated 
with site development ceases’. 113 The Bank also notes the probability that any 
further ‘slowdown in government investment in receiving areas . . . could 
result in declining migrant incomes and employment opportunities’. 114 

The cumulative eff ect of factors like these - in a period that has indeed seen 
reduced spending by the Indonesian government - has been considerable. 
Despite all the emotional cost, stress and upheaval of leaving their homelands, 
by far the majority of the migrants have not had their dreams for a better life or 
their aspirations for higher incomes fulfilled. On the contrary, as the Bank 
makes clear in its confidential Transmigration Sector Review: ‘Migrant incomes 
in the settlement areas are, on average, slightly lower than those in rural Java 
and significantly lower than those in the rural outer islands.’ 115 Worryingly, 
the lowest incomes are not found amongst the least experienced settlers on the 
newest sites - which might be expected - but, rather, in places where migrants 
have been settled for six years or more. 116 

Because of such disturbing findings, and also in a long-overdue response to 
protests from environmentalists and human rights groups, some Western 
donors have reassessed the scope and nature of their involvement in the 
transmigration programme. Since 1987, for example, the World Bank has 
been claiming that it is no longer directly financing the movement of people: its 
money is going instead into planning and preparing the sites to which settlers 
will be moved and into upgrading existing sites. A case in point is the 
Transmigration Second Stage Development Project which has received two 
loans from the World Bank, the first for $160 million and the second - in 1988— 
for $120 million. 117 According to a letter dated 6 May 1988 from Russel 
Cheetham, a senior Bank officer, this project aims through the 1990s to 
‘improve the incomes and welfare of transmigrant families and local people 
living in the immediate surroundings [of transmigration sites] by upgrading 
infrastructure, improving food-crop production, introducing cash crops and 
improving social and environmental aspects’. 118 



TheMidasTouch 


Likewise, in a telex that I received on 30 June 1988 from the chief of the 
Bank’s Agriculture Operations Division, I was told that the latest transmigra¬ 
tion project to receive a loan ‘does not have a settlement component. It 
addresses the economic, social and environmental aspects of transmigration 
through extensive studies for settlements, as well as technical assistance for 
planning, construction, environment and land tenure issues.’ 119 

While such assurances are welcome, there are elements of sophistry in the 
Bank’s attempts to detach the particular operations that it now finances from 
the murky underbelly of resettlement in Indonesia: arguably support for 
any aspect of transmigration must be helpful in a fairly direct and tangible 
way to the programme as a whole, particularly when large sums of hard 
currency are involved. By the summer of 1988 the simple fact was that the 
Bank had only cancelled $63 million out of a total lending programme well 
in excess of $1 billion and had already disbursed $324 million in support of 
transmigration. 120 

Disbursements on this very large scale continue, justified by a virtual 
blizzard of reassuring statements to the effect that tribal communities will in 
future be protected and that the Indonesian authorities are now ‘showing 
sensitivity’. 121 Meanwhile, however, Dyaks on Central Kalimantan are tricked 
into giving up their land rights by signing blank pieces of paper, 122 and the 
Governor of Irian Jaya describes the indigenous Irianese as ‘living in a 
stone-age-like era’. 123 Having launched a programme to separate Irianese 
children from their parents, 124 this flamboyant individual called in December 
1987 for a further two million Javanese migrants to be sent to Irian Jaya so that 
‘backward’ local people could intermarry with the incomers - thus ‘giving birth 
to a new generation of people without curly hair’. 125 

Likewise, while the Bank tells us that its advocacy is helping the Indonesian 
government to pay more ‘attention to the environment, including forests’, 126 
the truth is that transmigration continues to cause immeasurable ecological 
damage. In late 1987 forest fires, set off by transmigrants and loggers, raged 
unchecked over large parts of Kalimantan, Sumatra and Sulawesi - with an 
estimated 2 million hectares destroyed by October. 127 Meanwhile, on East 
Kalimantan, logging alone had resulted in the destruction of a further 2.9 
million hectares of forest by September 1987. 128 Associated with site develop¬ 
ment for transmigration, much of this work continues to be carried out 
in a very careless and ill-disciplined way, leaving logged areas strewn with 
debris. The result is that when fires get out of control in densely settled 
areas they spread rapidly through the logging zones. In addition, trash and 
discarded logs dumped in dried-up stream beds have turned even these 
natural fire-breaks into fire hazards. 129 ‘In these circumstances,’ says Stephen 
Cony, Director of the respected British charity Survival International, ‘the 
promotion of further transmigration into Kalimantan would seem highly 
irresponsible.’ 130 

In 1988 Corry put this concern to Barber Conable, the World Bank’s 
President. 131 The reply, however, was that there was no intention of withdraw- 
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ing ‘assistance at this crucial stage’. On the contrary, Corry was told, the 
Bank’s ‘continued dialogue with the government’ will ‘lead to a better- 
managed programme’. 132 

There are good reasons to doubt this optimism for the effectiveness of 
‘dialogue’ - particularly since the Bank admits in its own internal documents 
that the Ministry of Transmigration, with which the so-called dialogue is in 
fact being conducted, has only ‘limited capacity to influence policies’ in 
Indonesia. 133 Furthermore, whatever the future holds, the fact remains that 
many hundreds of millions of dollars have already been disbursed by the Bank 
and other donors, thus inextricably associating Western tax-payers with a 
spectacularly expensive scheme that appears to have contributed virtually 
nothing to Indonesia’s long-term development. On the contrary, at great cost 
to human rights and to the environment, transmigration’s only ‘success’ has 
been to export poverty from Java - where it is visible - to the remote outer 
islands where it is hidden from view. 

Being Part of the Action 

In this respect, as in so many others, transmigration and the Polonoroeste 
project have much in common. Unsurprisingly, then, the thing that im¬ 
mediately strikes most observers who have seen the Indonesian outer islands 
and north-western Brazil is the depressing similarity of the destruction that 
Bank-financed development has wrought in both of these widely separated 
places: 

It is hard to view without emotion [comments one such witness], the 
miles of devastated trees, of felled, broken and burned trunks, of 
branches, mud and bark crisscrossed with tractor trails - especially when 
one realises that in most cases nothing of comparable value will grow 
there again. Such sights are reminiscent of Hiroshima. Brazil and 
Indonesia might be regarded as waging the equivalent of thermonuclear 
war upon their territories. 134 

Accused of being an accessory to such brutality Barber Conable has a ready 
answer: ‘Where development is taking place,’ he says, ‘it cannot be halted, 
only directed. The Bank cannot influence progress from the sidelines. It must 
be part of the action.’ 135 Indeed, when cornered, the President’s strategy - 
understandably enough - is to deny vigorously that the institution he heads is 
in any way violent or destructive. On the contrary, the Bank is wise, gentle and 
far-sighted: by engaging in ‘policy dialogue’, therefore, and by ‘being part of 
the action’, it can guide even the most vicious and recalcitrant governments 
towards the path of virtue. 

The record, however, suggests otherwise. At best, the Bank’s guidance 
seems to be a case of the blind leading the blind. At worst, and far more 
frequently, it participates in a kind of destructive synergy: working as a team 
with its client of the day it can make things much, much worse for the poor - 
and for the environment - than would have been possible otherwise. 
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Polonoroeste stands out as the classic example of this kind of rampant and 
calamitous folly: colonisation of Rondonia, genocide of the province’s ‘back¬ 
ward’ native peoples, and wholesale forest clearances were little more than 
glints in a crazed and bureaucratic eye prior to agreement between government 
and global lender. It was the paving of Highway 364 - paid for by the Bank - 
that made all these things immediately possible. Today, with thousands of 
people dead, hundreds of thousands hungry and desperate, and countless 
millions of trees felled, even Mr Conable describes the Polonoroeste experi¬ 
ence as ‘sobering’ and admits in hushed tones that the Bank ‘stumbled’ - that it 
‘misread the human, institutional and physical realities of the jungle and the 
frontier’. 136 

It has been said that ‘pride, perceiving humility to be honourable, often 
borrows her cloak’. 137 The Bank’s willingness to come clean on the mistakes 
that it has made in the Brazilian north-west may be a case in point - because 
there are very few signs that it has learned from those mistakes: in Brazil, 
tropical forests covering an area bigger than Belgium were burnt by settlers and 
cattle ranchers during 1988. Commenting on this in 1989 Orlando Valverde, a 
leading conservationist, said: ‘1988 was a black year for the Amazon. The 
destruction was incredible, the worst in Brazilian history.’ 138 

Thus, together with most of the other members of the international consor¬ 
tium of aid donors with which it co-operates, it seems fair to say that the Bank 
has a very brief and selective institutional memory and can conveniently forget 
its more embarrassing and painful errors. Such corporate amnesia, however, 
has an ongoing price both for the environment and for the poor. 

This price is not only being paid in Brazil and Indonesia. 

Big Ranches and Big Dams 

In 1972, in the southern African country of Botswana, the Bank contributed 
$1.65 million to the total of $5.4 million subscribed by international aid 
agencies to finance cattle and sheep ranches in the environmentally sensitive 
Western Kalahari. The project - which was eventually completed with a 
budget over-run of $2.9 million - resulted in dangerous overgrazing of the 
fragile savanna grasslands but, unfortunately, produced no benefits at all. 
Despite optimistic projections of a 21 per cent yield, the final economic rate of 
return proved to be below zero. Undeterred, however, the Bank and other 
donors were back in Botswana in 1977 to finance ‘Livestock II’ in the same 
region - a $13.4 million scheme to establish 100 ranches on collectively owned 
lands. Bringing with it further overgrazing and desertification, this project was 
finally completed in 1984; audited, its economic rate of return was judged to be 
‘inconsequential’. 139 

Perhaps to prove that bad things always come in threes, the Bank has now 
approved a further $10.7 million loan for yet another project of the same type in 
the same area. It is already clear that ‘Livestock IIP will benefit only a few large 
ranchers: small farmers struggling to survive on increasingly stressed com¬ 
munal grazing lands receive no help at all. In addition the very existence of the 
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project contravenes the advice of the Bank’s own livestock consultants who 
argued against it on the grounds that it would have ‘such negative social effects 
as widening the income gap between rich and poor, permanently concentrating 
the country’s land resources in the hands of a tiny percentage of its occupants, 
and depressing the already limited subsistence capabilities of its poorer 
citizens’. 140 

Worldwide $i billion has been ‘wasted over the past fifteen years on 
ill-conceived projects’ in the livestock sector, according to FAO. 141 Vastly 
more, however, has been spent in another area of development - large-scale 
irrigation and hydroelectric schemes based on the expensive infrastructure of 
big dams. 

In the last forty years literally thousands of dams have been built in the Third 
World, absorbing colossal amounts of aid. The experience thus garnered, 
however, has not been correspondingly immense. On the contrary, with the 
commissioning of each new dam, it seems the agencies are destined to reinvent 
the wheel: to be genuinely surprised by the human, ecological and economic 
damage that this kind of project can cause, and to do nothing in advance to 
mitigate the harm. 

An early lesson should have been learned in Ghana. Here in the 1950s and 
1960s the World Bank took the lead amongst the group of aid agencies that 
planned, implemented and provided the soft loans to pay for the giant 
Akosombo Dam on the Volta River. Certainly, very substantial benefits have 
since been extracted from this project by foreign interests - notably the 
US-owned VALCO aluminium plant which, for more than twenty years, has 
been supplied with hydroelectric power at substantially below production 
cost. To the detriment of the local economy, however, VALCO’s operations 
are based on the smelting of imported alumina which has previously been 
refined in Louisiana from Jamaican bauxite; Ghanaian bauxite is not used. 142 

The dam has also benefited wealthy Ghanaians: driving from Accra to 
Akosombo one cannot help but notice how the transmission-lines that run 
from the hydroelectric plant to the most prosperous districts of the capital 
simply pass over the many impoverished villages en route - as though they did 
not exist. It is, however, the inhabitants of these same poor villages, still 
without electric light, who have paid the real price for the project: 

• It is they who now suffer in the largest numbers from endemic 
onchocerciasis (river blindness) which affects 100,000 people, of whom 
70,000 have been rendered totally sightless since completion of the dam; 

• It is amongst their ranks that at least 80,000 more people have been 
permanently disabled as a result of schistosomiasis, a parasitic water¬ 
borne disease carried by two species of snail that are now the commonest 
molluscs in the Volta reservoir; 

• And, almost needless to say, it was these poor rural people - not the 
inhabitants of Accra - who were amongst the 1 per cent of Ghana’s 
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population displaced (virtually without compensation) when the Volta 
reservoir began to fill up in the 1960s. 143 

For these reasons, and for some time - probably since at least the mid-1970s 
- one thing has been clearly understood by all the aid agencies which financed 
the Volta dam: while contributing little or nothing to the Ghanaian economy, 
this mega-project has infinitely worsened the predicament of the Ghanaian 
poor. 

Detailed studies in other countries have, furthermore, made it quite clear 
that the Volta fiasco was not an isolated incident: the same kinds of problems 
crop up so frequently with large dams that they can now be regarded as 
inevitable by-products of the genre. 144 These problems are typically long-term 
and in some cases are so severe as to counteract completely any economic 
benefits that dams may produce. As one authoritative paper from the 
Washington-based World Resources Institute puts it: 

Diseases have spread, whole communities have been displaced and 
valuable cropandforestlandshave been flooded . . Tens of millions of 
hectares of agricultural land have been lost through waterlogging and 
salinisation ... In India, 10 million hectares have been lost to culti¬ 
vation through waterlogging, and 25 million hectares are threatened by 
salinisation. In Pakistan more than half the Indus basin canal system 
command area, some 12 million hectares, is waterlogged, and 40 per cent 
is saline. 

All in all, the mania for building large dams has meant that, today, ‘half the 
world’s irrigated land is salinised badly enough that yields are affected’. 145 

Worse still, the Damoclean sword of sedimentation hangs over all dams: 
sooner or later any reservoir, however large, will fill up with the silt and other 
detritus which the dam prevents from flowing downstream. 146 When that 
happens, of course, the dam must be decommissioned: without its reservoir, it 
is no more than a useless slab of concrete. This is not mere speculation. T0 give 
just a few examples: 

• In India the projected siltation rate of the Nizamsagar Dam in Andra 
Pradesh was 530 acre-feet a year. The actual rate has turned out to be 
8,700 acre-feet a year. As a result the dam’s reservoir has already lost 
more than 60 per cent of its storage capacity. Virtually every reservoir in 
India is currently suffering from similar problems. 147 

• In Haiti, the Peligre Dam on the Artibonite River was completed in 
1956. Built to last fifty years its reservoir has silted up so quickly that it 
was decommissioned in the mid-1980s. 148 

• In China, the Sanmenxia Reservoir, which was completed in i960, had 
to be decommissioned in 1964 owing to premature siltation. Another 
reservoir, Laoying, actually silted up before its dam was completed! 149 
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Although such cautionary data are available to the aid community, nothing 
much has changed. The World Bank and other donors consistently postpone 
serious investigation of alternatives to big dams and, in the mean time, 
continue gleefully to commit huge sums of money to ecologically and economi¬ 
cally unsound water-development schemes - many of which bear strong family 
resemblances to old projects that have failed. Recent schemes which are either 
about to receive or have already received funding from the Bank and/or other 
Western aid donors include the Three Gorges Dam on China’s Yangtze River, 
the Diama Dam and the Manantali Dam in Sahelian West Africa, the Bakolori 
Dam in Nigeria, the Tucurui Dam in Brazil, the Balbina Dam, the Itaparica 
Dam and the Paradao Dam, also in Brazil, the Itaipu Dam on the Parana River 
in Brazil/Paraguay, several major dams on the Mahaweli River in Sri Lanka, 
the Tarbela and Kalabagh Dams in Pakistan, the proposed Bardhere Dam in 
Somalia, and the proposed Chico Dams in the Philippines. 150 

It is India, however - with its io million hectares already waterlogged, with 
its 25 million more threatened by salinisation - that continues to be the 
happiest hunting ground for aid agencies looking for super-dams to finance. 
The long-term and heavy emphasis placed by successive Indian governments 
on the expansion of hydroelectric power and of large-scale irrigation has 
resulted in the construction of more than 1,000 dams in the past ten years. 151 
Amongst these, a recently launched project - the Sardar Sarovar Dam on the 
westward-flowing Narmada River- looks set to repeat many of the best-known 
and most avoidable mistakes in water-development. 

Sardar Sarovar received a loan commitment of $450 million from the World 
Bank in 1985, despite the fact that India’s Department of Environment and 
Forests had at that stage not granted environmental clearance for the project 
because major studies relating to environment and resettlement had not been 
completed. These studies were still not complete when the Indian government 
forced through the legislation in the spring of 1987 that gave the dam the 
needed environmental clearance. 152 

Filling of the reservoir is displacing over 70,000 poor rural people from their 
homes, against their will and without adequate compensation: in most cases no 
provision has been made to resettle them and they must simply re-establish 
their lives wherever they can. 153 Apart from the human rights abuse that this 
implies there is, according to the Washington-based Environmental Defense 
Fund, ‘substantial risk of unsustainable ecological stress from the movement 
of these displaced people up into the hills surrounding the reservoir. These 
areas are already suffering from deforestation, sheet erosion and other environ¬ 
mental degradation.’ 154 In addition, included in the 900 square kilometres to 
be flooded by the dam are some 12,000 hectares of pristine rainforest. ‘Along 
with the forest many rare species, flora and fauna, as well as an entire life 
rhythm - cultural and social - will be lost,’ warn six of India’s leading scientists 
and environmentalists in a letter to Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi. 155 

A study by the Indian Council of Science and Technology predicts that 
completion of work at Sardar Sarovar will result in increased malaria, cholera, 
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viral encephalitis, and other water-borne diseases for millions of local 
people. 156 Meanwhile, there is no guarantee that the project will justify itself in 
the long term, even on purely economic grounds. Serious questions have been 
raised by non-govemmental organisations, environmentalists and scientists 
regarding the cost-benefit analysis which the World Bank and the Indian 
government have relied on to validate the dam. 157 

The Greater Narmada Programme, of which Sardar Sarovar is only a part, 
ultimately envisages the expenditure of billions more dollars on at least 
twenty-nine other major dams along the Narmada River; several of these are 
already being actively appraised for funding by the World Bank even though it 
is known that their construction will involve the displacement of more than i. 5 
million people - mostly of tribal and minority origin. Alternatives such as 
energy-efficiency improvements, and the building of smaller-scale dams which 
would be environmentally, socially and economically less risky, have not even 
been considered by the global lender in its Gadarene rush to commit ever larger 
sums to India’s most grandiose ‘development’ scheme. 158 

Lend Big, Lend Fast 

Of course the Bank is in the business of lending money for development. If it 
stops doing that, then it ceases to have a role. Conversely, the more lending that 
it does the more important its role becomes. This creates a pressure within the 
institution to make loans big and to make them quickly and, frequently, leads 
to important little details being neglected - quality control, for example, 
attention to the usefulness of projects, efforts to establish whether they will do 
harm, and so on. What gets forgotten most often and most easily is the welfare 
of the poor: too much time spent worrying about peasants and paupers, too 
much effort spent carefully devising projects that take people into account, 
would definitely slow down the flow of money. 

Thus the Bank’s mounting enthusiasm for structural adjustment loans, 
evident since these were first introduced in 1980 (see Part Two for further 
details), is almost completely explained by the fact that twice as many dollars 
per staff week of work can be disbursed by SAL as by any other instrument. 159 
As Sheldon Annis of the Washington-based Overseas Development Council 
observes, the result of this is that ‘ambitious Bank staffers’ increasingly 
‘gravitate towards work on structural adjustment rather than towards poverty- 
focused projects’. 160 

It is as part of precisely the same internal dynamic that young men and 
women seeking to ‘go places’ are drawn by the powerful lure of big, high- 
profile, high-tech schemes, like Sardar Sarovar, and by schemes which involve 
a particularly grand design - Indonesian transmigration, for example, which 
envisages nothing less than the restructuring of an entire society. Projects of 
this kind have the capacity to absorb very large loans very quickly - character¬ 
istics that must appeal strongly to zealous staff in a World Bank where top 
executives hand out merit awards exclusively on the basis of the gross amounts 
of money that the departments under their supervision are able to commit; 
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quite literally, the more you spend, the ‘better’ you are judged to have done. 
Thus, speaking of the operations of the IBRD in July 1987, Bank President 
Barber Conable was able to say with some pride: ‘The 1986-7 fiscal year, which 
ended on 30 June, was a success ; our commitments represented $14.2 billion as 
against $13 billion in the previous year.’ 161 

In the Soviet Union an apocryphal story is told of a factory which met its 
annual production target of 50,000 tonnes of nails by producing fifty nails each 
weighing 1,000 tonnes. Too often Mr Conable’s World Bank is like that plant 
and its projects are like those nails: large, cumbersome, useless and possibly 
dangerous. Not all members of the Bank’s staff, however, are indifferent to the 
implications of a regime that defines ‘success’ in purely quantitative terms; 
indeed, at almost exactly the same moment that the President was crowing 
about spending $1.2 billion more in 1987 than in 1986, the Bank’s own 
Operations Evaluation Department was cautioning that ‘the drive to reach 
lending targets’ is ‘potentially damaging’ and is ‘a major cause of poor project 
performance’. 162 

Like Cassandra, the Trojan seer whose fate it was to prophesy truly and not 
be believed, the OED has made almost identical observations virtually every 
year since 1975 when it began compiling its Annual Review of Project Perform¬ 
ance Results. To this day, however, the drive to fulfil lending targets - to 
‘succeed’ by spending ever more money - maintains its primal importance 
for the staff of the World Bank and continues to harm the poor while 
short-changing Western tax-payers. 

A recent extensive internal audit done by the OED described one disastrous 
rural development project in the impoverished Caribbean island of Haiti as ‘an 
example of the effects of Bank pressure for rapid project launching, despite 
scant Bank acquaintance with the country’. 163 The desire of staff to win pats on 
the back from senior management for lending quickly and in large amounts 
also lay behind the cancerous growth of the Papaloapan Integrated Rural 
Development Project in Mexico. Here the auditors found that, although 
relatively good work had been done at an early stage, ‘the initial design (based 
upon pilot activities) was completely changed by the appraisal mission - the 
project area was extended sevenfold to cover the entire Papaloapan basin, with 
costs increasing from $26 million to $111 million and later to $138.5 million’. 
This expensive project closed three years behind schedule with barely half of 
its original components implemented and was judged by the auditors to have 
been a catastrophic failure - a failure attributable almost entirely to *the Bank’s 
pressure for quick action’. 164 

Mexico and Haiti were not the only Third World countries to be lent large 
sums of money for something that they didn’t need by Bank officers zealously 
promoting their own careers. At the Morondova Irrigation and Rural Develop¬ 
ment Project in Madagascar, for example, the auditors detected ‘an unseemly 
pressure to lend’, highlighted an appalling ‘lack of consensus between the 
Bank and the borrower’ and stated their regret that the government, which in 
fact had ‘serious reservations’, was nevertheless ‘pressured to accept the 
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project’. 165 The conclusion of the Operations Evaluation Department is that ‘it 
is neither in the Bank’s nor in the individual borrower’s interests to embark on 
non-viable undertakings on the basis of lending targets’. 166 

Year in year out, however - and in true Soviet-factory style - this is precisely 
what the Bank continues to do. It is thus probably not entirely coincidental 
that, out of a representative sample of 189 of its projects audited worldwide, no 
less than 106 - almost 60 per cent - were found in 1987 either to have ‘serious 
shortcomings’ or to be ‘complete failures’. 167 A similar proportion of these 
projects - including many judged in other senses to be ‘successes’ - were 
thought unlikely to be sustainable after completion. 168 Furthermore, it is in 
the poorest countries of the world, and amongst the poorest segments of the 
populations of these countries, that the Bank does worst. In sub-Saharan 
Africa, for example, 75 per cent of all agricultural projects audited were found 
to have failed. 169 

An even more extensive series of audits produced by the Operations 
Evaluation Department in 1988 again found high failure rates, particularly in 
the poorest regions, 170 and drew special attention to the increasingly serious 
issue of sustainability. Out of a total of 246 projects reviewed, fully 50 per cent 
were found to have ‘unlikely, marginal or uncertain’ sustainability, with this 
figure rising to 70 per cent in, for example, impoverished West Africa. Another 
recent OED report - which has not been distributed because its findings are so 
damning - looked at the fate of twenty-seven agricultural projects approved by 
the Bank between 1961 and 1975 (all of which were judged to be successful at 
the time disbursements were completed). The report concludes that only nine 
of these projects achieved any kind of longer-term sustainability, ten failed 
outright, and eight had marginal or uncertain results. 171 In accounting for this 
worrying lack of sustainability, the auditors point to the ‘generally too 
optimistic outlook’ on the part of staff presenting project loans for approval by 
the Board, and again criticise the priority that the World Bank seems to put on 
meeting lending targets rather than ‘on supervision’. 172 

The Bank is by no means the only major aid institution at which staff can 
earn Brownie points from their superiors by spending big and spending fast, 
even when such behaviour results in bad projects. A former employee of the 
Canadian International Development Agency says that, in government circles 
in Ottawa, CIDA’s performance is measured almost entirely by its ability to 
spend the funds allocated to it within the allotted time. ‘So, too,’ he adds, ‘is 
the performance of individual staff members . . . progress is measured by the 
quantity of disbursements.’ Unsurprisingly, therefore, CIDA officers tend to 
attach themselves to ‘those channels and projects where rapid disbursement 
potential is maximised’. 173 

Likewise, David Deppner, a former USAID official, recalls: 

The entire management system at AID was based on how much money 

we spent; we were paid or promoted according to the size of our projects. 

No administrator wanted to lie awake at night worrying about a dozen 
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little projects when he could spend his time moving money around in big 
blocks. Since it’s just as easy to administer a twenty million dollar project 
as it is a twenty thousand dollar project, the logic is - why not go for the 
biggie? 174 

Small Is Difficult 

Somewhat ironically the tendency to ‘go for the biggie’ is to be seen at work 
even on those rare occasions when the American agency is making conscious 
efforts to introduce small-scale projects and ‘appropriate’ or useful technol¬ 
ogies to impoverished parts of the Third World. This has proved to be the case, 
for example, with its much vaunted Renewable Energy Programme. Auditors 
from the US government recently inspected a solar-powered electrical system 
that AID’s experts had installed at a cost of $713,000 in a poor rural village in 
India. The system included exceptionally complex solar thermal collectors, a 
steam engine, associated controls, motors and pumps which could only be 
operated and repaired by highly trained technicians. 

A more inappropriate technology for a remote site occupied by unedu¬ 
cated villagers [the auditors concluded] is hard to imagine. . . Electricity 
has the potential for drastically altering the lives of the rural poor. It can 
give them light, entertainment, new appliances and new opportunity to 
earn income. But an electrical plant that is much more difficult to 
maintain and far more costly than a diesel set, and that requires three 
trained engineers in residence, is not the solution. 175 

Other projects of this type that the auditors looked at - in India, the 
Philippines and the Dominican Republic - were found to have involved 
excessive equipment costs. Some individual components, which in the event of 
a breakdown Would have to be replaced by the ‘beneficiaries’ at their own 
expense, had price tags ranging from $25,000 up to $615,121. These included, 
inter alia: 

• A rice-hull-fed thermal power plant in the Philippines - cost $528,000; 

• A solar drier in the Dominican Republic - cost $500,000; 

• A small-scale hydroelectric system in India - cost $467,000. 

‘The rural poor cannot afford such costs,’ the auditors rightly concluded, 
noting in addition that the computer system required in the Indian hydroelec¬ 
tric project (to distribute power between uses such as irrigation and household 
lighting) was so complicated that normal commercial software could not be 
used; as a result it had been necessary to develop specialised programmes. The 
auditors also expressed serious concern about the long-term durability and 
reliability of a microcomputer used twenty-four hours a day in a location that 
was far off the beaten track, and noted that the technical expertise to maintain 
this complex system was not available in the village. 176 
Many more of the supposedly small-scale and appropriate projects in which 


146 



The Midas Touch 


AID has invested US tax dollars with the explicit objective of assisting the rural 
poor in developing countries were found at audit to have been devised without 
any understanding of the problems that poor people actually face. As a result, 
most of these projects were abject failures. For example: 

• The anaerobic digestor component of a $4.5 million project in Mali was 
‘not suited to the needs of the poor’. The purpose of the digestor was to 
produce gas from animal dung; the end product, however, was ‘too 
expensive for intended small-scale uses such as cooking’. Worse still, 
inputs of water and dung required for continuous operation were scarce, 
and daily filling and cleaning of the digestor required exhausting and 
time-consuming physical labour from people already weakened by 
malnutrition. 

Likewise: 

• Because of persistent economic and technical problems, a $3 million 
sub-project in the Philippines involving biomass gasifiers was ‘unaccept¬ 
able’ to the villagers who were supposed to benefit from it. At the time of 
the audit only two of the total of 103 gasifiers installed in one region of the 
Philippines were in fact operational. 

All in all, the auditors’ judgement of USAID’s renewable-energy projects is 
damning: they were not helpful to the poor because they were ‘not simple 
and inexpensive to build, use and maintain’, they required ‘large capital 
investments’, and they involved ‘high operating costs’. 177 

Other audits of more conventional development projects that the agency has 
financed and implemented around the world illustrate the same kinds of 
mistake being made again and again - an addiction to highly priced technol¬ 
ogies and to grandiose and irrelevant schemes, a culpable lack of empathy for 
the poor on the part of staff and consultants, and repeated failures to take into 
account in project design the harsh realities of Third World existence. 

In Egypt USAID disbursed $108 million during 1986-7 to pay for the 
construction of a huge grain silo complex at the Red Sea port of Safaga. The 
complex incorporated ultra-modern offloadingequipment and other advanced 
design features intended to save operating time and reduce grain losses. As the 
project neared completion, however, the Inspector General for Audit un¬ 
covered a crucial oversight: locally available electricity supplies were com¬ 
pletely inadequate for the proper running of the space-age complex with its 
vast daily demand for power. The only possible solution, therefore, was to 
spend more money: $6.5 million to cover the cost of four diesel generators with 
a capacity of 3,000 kilowatts each. This USAID promptly agreed to do; 
however, it was thought unlikely that the new units could be imported, 
installed and functioning before 1989. ‘For about two years after completion,’ 
the audit notes with regret, ‘the complex will have to be operated on a reduced 
basis - thus mitigating to a large extent the benefits contemplated when the 
project was approved.’ 178 


147 



Lords of Poverty 

Another typical USAID scheme where the anticipated benefits have been 
substantially ‘mitigated’ by hasty design and implementation is the $23.1 
million Integrated Rural Development Project in Peru. Here a recent audit 
uncovered a series of prize snafus - amongst them a road which was supposed 
to connect the villages of San Marco and El Azufre. The road was listed as 
being 7.2 kilometres long; after the auditors had travelled no more than half a 
kilometre on it, however, they found that it ‘abruptly ended at the edge of a 
river’. It transpired that a bridge was to have been built here but work had been 
prevented because of strenuous opposition from local peasants who farmed on 
the land around the river banks. Such opposition would not have been 
encountered, the auditors discovered, if the road had been cut from a different 
angle approximately 2.5 kilometres further up-river. USAID had not looked 
into this option. At considerable expense, however, as the auditors could see 
when they peered across the fast-flowing waters, the agency had completed 
construction of the road on the other side of the river- despite the impossibility 
of ever building the bridge to link the two sections. 179 

Cathedrals in the Desert 

Roads that end in rivers and then continue blithely onward on the other side, 
silos without power supplies, highly sophisticated equipment that no one can 
use installed in remote places, aquaculture projects producing fish at $4,000 
per kilo for consumption by African peasants who do not even earn $400 a year, 
dams that dispossess thousands and spread fatal water-borne diseases, resettle¬ 
ment schemes that make the migrants poorer than they were before they left 
home, that destroy the environment and that obliterate tribal peoples - such 
blunders are not quaint exceptions to some benign and general rule of 
development. On the contrary, they are the rule. In consequence, the Third 
World today is littered with the festering carcasses of many prodigious white 
elephants. 

A classic example is provided by the Kenana sugar complex in the Sudan, a 
country that, fittingly enough, has hunted all its genuinefour-legged elephants 
to extinction. The result of a feasibility study done in 1974, which put total 
costs at a containable $150 million, Kenana eventually started producing 
refined sugar in 1981. By then the final bill for the plant had risen to an 
awesome $613 million. 180 

Believed to be the largest scheme of its kind ever created, there is almost 
nothing about Kenana that looks right in the Sudanese context. The 40 
megawatt power-station, the network of conduits and canals (the main one 
twenty miles long), the pumping station to lift the waters of the Nile 150 feet 
from the canals to the fields, and the factory capable of crushing 17,000 tonnes 
of sugar a day 181 - all these ingredients and many more seem to belong in some 
futuristic vision of an advanced agro-industrial economy rather than in the 
heart of one of the very poorest countries in a destitute continent. 

Neither does the feeling of unreality, of something being seriously wrong 
and out of place, end here. In line with the World Bank’s insistence that Sudan 


148 



TheMidasTouch 


should earn more foreign exchange, Kenana was originally intended to export 
sugar on a large scale. Unfortunately, however, the project site - at Kosti on the 
White Nile - is separated from the nearest port by more than a thousand miles 
of bleak and burning desert. Since there is a huge surplus of sugar on world 
markets, and since this state of affairs keeps the international price for the 
commodity low, there is just no margin for heavy transportation costs. As 
a result, although sugar is produced at Kenana today, it is sold almost 
exclusively in the Sudan itself - and at a price significantly higher than that of 
imported sugar. 182 

The main beneficiaries of the project are the 400 expatriates who run the 
entire show. Each of these managers receives a very substantial salary, of which 
the bulk - almost 70 per cent - is denominated in foreign currency payable 
abroad. There are also some 15,000 Sudanese labourers; most, however, are 
migrants from quite far afield and live in dormitories around the site. By 
contrast only 2 per cent of the indigenous Kenanian tribe have found work: 
they are paid at the rate of approximately $3 per twelve-hour day. 183 

Kenana is matched in both scale and unsuitability by another Brobdingna- 
gian Sudanese scheme - the Jonglei Canal, which was intended by the 
consortium of aid agencies that backed it to draw water off from the Nile’s 
swamps in order to irrigate much of the southern part of the country. 
Construction of the canal, which began in 1978, called for the use of nothing 
less than the largest mobile excavating machine in the world. 184 This jugger¬ 
naut was bought second-hand and required constant maintenance by costly 
teams of foreign technicians; it also had an insatiable appetite for spare parts, 
consumed lakes of imported fuel, and crawled forward so slowly that, af ter two 
years of digging, the Jonglei had fallen seriously behind schedule - so seriously 
in fact that the Sudanese government defaulted on its own share of the 
payments to the French company that had won the construction contract. 

Fresh infusions of international aid made it possible for the excavations to 
continue, presumably on the tried-and-tested donor principle that no oppor¬ 
tunity to throw good money after bad should ever be wasted. By this time - 
1980 - it was already being estimated that the canal would cost at least three 
times as much to complete as had originally been budgeted. 185 An even more 
fundamental problem had also emerged: hostile opposition from southern 
Sudanese peasants who feared that an invasion of wealthy northern farmers 
would follow the Jonglei’s slow but remorseless progress. Aid agencies ignored 
the frequent protests that were made, but were soon to regret doing so. When 
the long-anticipated civil war finally broke out between north and south in 
1983, the first action of the newly formed Sudan People’s Liberation Move¬ 
ment was to hit the Jonglei Canal. Foreign workers were kidnapped and the 
giant digger was closed down. It remains closed to this day - a monument to 
bad development. 

Similarly, on the Thai island of Phuket, one recent World Bank project - a 
$44 million tantalum-processing plant - was regarded as such a fiasco by the 
local inhabitants that they burnt it down. Keen to disburse funds rapidly, and 
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indifferent as ever to the opinions of the poor, the Bank had not taken the 
trouble to canvass local opinions of the scheme before going ahead with it. The 
islanders, however, knew that the huge ore-refinery would be messy, noisy and 
would thus represent a serious threat to the tourist trade which provided the 
majority of their incomes. When it became clear in addition that the plant was 
capital intensive - and would create only a few new jobs - a rational decision 
was taken by all concerned to get rid of it; accordingly it was razed to the 
ground shortly before its doors were due to open for business. 186 

This example of poor people taking action against a project which did not 
offer them any benefits - indeed, imperilled them - and seemed largely to be in 
the interests of faraway investors and consumers, is rare indeed. Usually the 
money of international development agencies, combined with the muscle of 
borrower governments, is enough to enforce acceptance of any scheme - 
however irrelevant, cruel, unusual or hare-brained it in fact may be. 

Britain’s Overseas Development Administration has a consistent track 
record of working closely with Third World governments to devise projects 
that by-pass or actually harm the poor. In Karnataka, India, a forestry scheme 
funded by the ODA has planted a great many quick-growing eucalyptus trees. 
The original purpose of the project was to provide fuel-wood and animal fodder 
for landless peasants and small farmers in the area; the eucalyptus, however, is 
a tree that is not at all suitable for such purposes. Cattle will not eat its bitter 
aromatic leaves and it is thus quite useless as a source of free fodder. Likewise, 
its stem grows straight up for several feet - well above the height of a man - and 
there are no side branches within reach that can be broken off and taken away 
by villagers for firewood. Neither does felled timber from the Karnataka 
scheme help the rural poor. Because of commercial pressures, most now goes 
to provide pulp for the Mysore paper mills. The little that remains is sold in the 
markets of Bangalore as fuel for better-off urban consumers. 187 

Another ODA project - at Cajamarca in Peru - has had equally dubious 
results. This scheme encouraged small farmers to invest in dairy cows by 
providing them with loans and veterinary services. There was only one 
customer for the milk produced, however: a major multinational company 
which was able to use its monopoly position to preside over a sharp fall in the 
price paid for milk at the farm gate. The fanners today are caught in a poverty 
trap: their earnings are too low even to repay the original loans and they cannot 
sell their cows since nobody wants to buy the valueless beasts. 188 

So often, development initiatives that begin with the best intentions end up 
goingassouras the milk produced by those cowsinPeru. In the Mayan Indian 
highlands of Guatemala, for example, a giant hydroelectric dam, the Chixoy, 
stands today as a salutary reminder of the misguided folly of so many 
‘developers’. Originally budgeted at $340 million, the construction costs had 
rocketed to $1 billion by the time the dam was opened in 1985. This money was 
lent to the Guatemalan government by a consortium of Western aid agencies, 
with the World Bank and the Inter-American Development Bank taking the 
lead; however, it will have to be paid back by the Guatemalan people out of 
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taxes. To this burden must be added the 70 per cent price-hike for domestic 
electricity that has been imposed since the dam’s hydro power began to provide 
three-quarters of the nation’s electricity needs. According to Robert Balsells, 
whose misfortune it is to be President of the state-owned electricity company at 
this time, the implications for the average Guatemalan are grim. Indeed, 
paying for the Chixoy will mean ‘going without medicines and food ... We 
were poor before, now we are miserable.’ 189 

Irredeemably out of touch withpoorpcople, and with the tedious day-to-day 
realities of their lives, it is little wonder that the World Bank and its partners in 
development so consistently come up with bizarre and extraneous projects like 
the Chixoy Dam - projects that are worthless, or even harmful, to those they 
are intended to benefit. More often than not big, fanciful, extravagant, and 
high-tech, such schemes do, however, meet the bureaucratic needs of the 
agencies themselves, the psychological and career needs of their staff, and 
the commercial needs of suppliers from whom equipment and services are 
procured. 

As the saying goes, it’s an ill wind that blows nobody any good. 




PART FIVE 


Winners 
and Losers 


Public money is like holy water; 
everyone helps himself to it. 

Italian Proverb 




I N Africa, a complex and very expensive irrigation scheme on the banks of 
the Niger River at Namarigounou has recently been abandoned and its 
ultra-modem equipment lies derelict: the government that was given the 
project as aid cannot afford to meet the astronomically high running costs. 
Meanwhile, just a few kilometres away, international donors are paying 
$17,000 per hectare to construct another virtually identical scheme. Western 
contractors providing the equipment, and Western consultancies responsible 
for the design and supervision, are probably going to be the only long-term 
beneficiaries of the total investment of$25-5 milli on. 1 

This is already clearly understood by all concerned, but no one seems to 
mind very much - after all, since the funds have been provided by Western 
tax-payers it is fitting that they should circulate back to Western businesses. 
There is, of course, an argument that smaller investments in rain-fed agricul¬ 
ture, making full use of established local skills, might actually grow more food; 
such grassroots initiatives, however, offer little mileage for rich-country 
suppliers. 2 

Here is a rule of thumb that you can safely apply wherever you may wander 
in the Third World: if a project is funded by foreigners it will typically also 
be designed by foreigners and implemented by foreigners using foreign 
equipment procured in foreign markets. 

Thus British trucks, Russian tractors, German combines and Japanese 
machinery are all to be found on farms run by the Bangladesh Agricultural 
Development Corporation, and it is quite normal for each item to be accom¬ 
panied by an expert or technician from the donor country. The British are 
particularly active, with Technical Co-operation Officers and VSO workers 
installed on every farm to look after the British equipment. Similar arrange¬ 
ments are also in force in virtually all other sectors of an economy where an 
impressive 90 per cent of the national development budget is contributed by 
foreign aid. 3 UK assistance alone runs at around £40 million per annum; 4 in 
some years, however, less than 1 per cent of this total amount is actually spent 
in Bangladesh - the rest is used to import British goods and to pay the salaries 
of British experts. 5 

In nearby Nepal, the extent of foreign involvement in the national 
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development effort is so great that, in some schemes, it is genuinely difficult 
to discern whether the real beneficiaries are even intended to be the Nepalese 
poor, or whether, in fact, the whole exercise has been designed around the 
needs and interests of expatriate corporations. 

The Rapti Area Rural Development Project, financed by USAID, is a case in 
point. Here just one foreign contractor - PADCO, the Washington-based firm 
that is providing technical assistance - has succeeded in taking 20 per cent off 
the top of the $24 million expended so far. 6 PADCO has also been intimately 
involved in another AID venture, the ‘Town Development Fund’. Based in 
Kathmandu, this owes its existence to recommendations that came out of an 
earlier ‘Urban Development Assessment’, which was also paid for by AID and 
also carried out by PADCO. With the preliminary $1.3 million ‘management- 
support’ phase only recently under way the project has already given inces¬ 
tuous birth to yet more business for PADCO, as well as for another US 
consulting firm. Further lucrative work for a number of American companies 
is in the pipeline: the size and complexity of co-ordination required in running 
the scheme are thought to rule out any effective Nepalese participation. 7 

Aid and Trade 

From Kathmandu to Quito and from Thailand to Timbuktu, a stirring and 
egalitarian emblem has, for many years, been the symbol of America’s 
altruism: two hands-one black and one white-shaking above the logo ‘Gift of 
the People of the United States’. Often, though you would never guess it from 
the packaging, the ‘gift’ in question is a loan. Even when it is an outright grant, 
however, the generosity involved is qualified. During the period 1960-70, for 
example - John F. Kennedy’s idealistic ‘First Development Decade’ - studies 
showed that 99 per cent of all the funds provided by AID for development in 
Latin America were in fact spent in the USA, and on products that were priced 
on average at 35 per cent above their world market value. 8 Even today 70 cents 
out of every dollar of American ‘assistance to the Third World’ never actually 
leave the United States. 9 The Agency for International Development spends 
an awe-inspiring $7 billion a year purchasing goods and services directly from 
domestic companies and contractors: New York, Pennsylvania, North 
Carolina, Illinois and Texas get the lion’s share of the patronage, but no state is 
ever entirely left out. 10 In the process, as AID itself claims, ‘thousands of jobs’ 
are created ‘here at home’. 11 

The story is the same in virtually every aid-giving country. The U K allocates 
some £850 million a year to its bilateral aid programme. 12 Out of this 
substantial sum, around 80 per cent is typically spent on the purchase of British 
goods and services 13 - a share that approaches 100 per cent in the case of some 
recipients, like Bangladesh. 

The already high level of domestic procurement routinely financed by 
British ‘overseas’ aid is, furthermore, increased by a special tranche of money 
concealed within the bilateral budget that is used solely and specifically to help 
UK exporters to secure contracts in the developing world. Known as the 
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Aid-Trade Provision (ATP), this slush fund was originally established in 1977 
and has since become increasingly important: in 1984, despite widespread 
famine and other emergencies, ATP handouts to UK firms used up almost 
twice as much of Britain’s official development assistance as did disaster aid, 
food aid and debt relief for the whole of sub-Saharan Africa. 14 

From an administrative point of view, ATP is a joint creature of the Overseas 
Development Administration and the Department of Trade and Industry. The 
former provides the money (out of tax revenues) but it is the latter that decides 
how the money should actually be spent. The financing arrangements for 
normal aid projects are agreed directly between the Overseas Development 
Administration and the recipient government in the Third World; ATP funds, 
however, have to be sought initially by the aspiring British exporter, who 
makes an application to the DTI. Thereafter, the amount of aid eventually 
offered is based almost exclusively on the Department’s estimate of the size of 
subsidy needed to win the contract (rather than on any merits or drawbacks 
that the project may have from a developmental point of view). Furthermore, it 
is stipulated very clearly that ATP is not ‘available for business which could 
reasonably be expected to be won on normal commercial terms’. 15 

In virtually all international forums, and for many years, the British 
government has declared itself to be staunchly in favour of free enterprise; it 
thus seems odd to discover that a growing slice of the official aid budget, rather 
than being used to help the poor, is in fact earmarked for a determined effort to 
subvert global market forces. ‘Lame duck’ companies that fail to trade 
competitively should, Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher has insisted on a 
number of occasions, be allowed to ‘go to the wall’, yet ATP uses public money 
to give a competitive edge in circumstances where, otherwise, none would 
exist. 

The British are not kept well informed about the Aid-Trade Provision. One 
detailed report on the subject, commissioned by the Overseas Development 
Administration, was judged to be too critical and was suppressed just prior to 
publication; it is now covered by the Official Secrets Act. 16 Careful research 
has revealed, however, that a surprisingly small number of large corporations 
have been the main beneficiaries of the scheme. Between 1978 and 1985, £328 
million in aid was allocated as ATP; of this more than half- £ 166 million - went 
to just four companies. GEC and NEI, both major electrical engineering firms, 
got respectively £49 million and £47 million from the British tax-payer; Davy 
McKee and Balfour Beatty each got about £34 million during the same 
period. 17 In 1986 the Biwater Group of Dorking, Surrey, benefited from the 
largest single allocation ever made under the Aid-Trade Provision - £60 
million in support of a water-development project in Malaysia. 18 

The Generous Multilaterals 

Neither is the harvest that UK industries reap from official aid budgets 
confined to bilateral allocations. Approximately 40 per cent of total develop¬ 
ment assistance is channelled through multilateral agencies like the UN’s Food 
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and Agriculture Organisation and the World Bank. Although these can spend 
the money where they like, the record shows that Britain gets a very good 
return indeed on its ‘investment’ in the multilateral sector- in fact it repeatedly 
wins procurement contracts worth significantly more than it puts in. Thus in a 
recent year British tax-payers provided multilateral aid agencies with £495 
million; in the same year, however, British firms received contracts worth £616 
million from those agencies. 19 In another year the multilateral institutions 
received £531 milli on of British money and £637.2 million boomeranged back 
in the form of business placed with British companies. 20 According to the 
Overseas Development Administration, multilateral agencies can normally be 
relied upon to purchase British goods and services with a value equivalent to 
120 per cent of Britain’s total multilateral contributions. 21 

The spending of the United Nations Development Progr amm e bears this 
out. In a typical year, when Britain’s contributions to theagencytotalled£i7.5 
million, UNDP purchased UK goods and services worth £23.54 million: a net 
gain of £6 million. Among the recipients were British Leyland (£444,000 for 
the supply of Rover cars), Racal Decca (£459,000 for survey equipment) 
and George Wimpey International (£688,000 for construction works in 
Tanzania). 22 

Not included in any of the official calculations of the benefits that Britain 
receives from its participation in the multilateral aid effort are the salaries paid 
to the many thousands of UK nationals employed as ‘experts’, ‘professionals’, 
‘administrators’ and so on by the agencies concerned. UNDP alone has 1,223 
British citizens on its payroll; 23 excluding fringe benefits, the combined value 
of the salaries earned by these people will not be less than £30 million a year. 
Likewise remunerating the British staff at FAO headquarters in Rome costs 
that giant multilateral agency seven times as much as it receives from the UK in 
the form of contributions to its regular budget. 24 

Of course, Britain is by no means the only industrialised country to reap 
more than it sows where multilateral aid is concerned. To stay with the 
example of FAO for a moment, the cost-benefit ratio is 1:5 for Holland, 1 .2 for 
France and 1:7 for Belgium. Italy, as the host country, does particularly well: 
for every dollar it contributes to the Organisation sixteen come back. In one 
bumper year Italy’s share of the FAO’s regular budget was just $5.7 million; 
meanwhile Italian staff received $73 million in salaries and Italian firms won 
$19 million worth of orders. 25 In a similar fashion UNDP, which has its 
headquarters in New York, puts back 45 per cent more into the American 
economy than it takes out in the form of budgetary contributions from the 
United States. 25 

Few UN offices of any size are to be found in the Third World; again it is the 
industrialised countries that benefit from the spending involved-$120 million 
a year in the case of UN Geneva, for example, and almost $100 million a year in 
the case of UN Vienna. These sums of money alone are larger than the 
respective annual contributions that Switzerland and Austria make to the 
budgets of the world body. 27 New York, as the preferred headquarters location 
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for several UN ‘development’ agencies, does particularly well: although the 
pampered legions of international civil servants and diplomats cost the city 
$125,000 a month in unpaid parking fines, their lavish patronage of res¬ 
taurants, theatres, bars and department stores pumps at least $800 million a 
year into the Big Apple’s economy. 28 On top of this New York benefits from 
about $400 million of annual spending that comes directly out of the United 
Nations budget. 29 

At World Bank headquarters in Washington, DC, $400 million is the sortof 
sum that you would expect to find in the petty-cash box. This giant amongst 
multilateral institutions disburses literally billions of dollars for ‘development’ 
purposes every year; with an eye to continued support from its wealthy 
member states, however, the global lender is the first to admit that out of every 
$10 that it receives around $7 are in fact spent on goods and services from the 
rich industrialised countries. 30 Thus in fiscal 1986 IDA and IBRD procure¬ 
ments from Japan, the Federal Republic of Germany, and the United King¬ 
dom totalled, respectively, $1.14 billion, $762.3 million, and $604.7 million. 
In the same financial year procurements from the United States were worth 
$1.02 billion. 31 In fiscal 1987 the USA did a great deal better, winning 
procurement orders worth $1,810 billion. West Germany got $954.3 million in 
that year, the UK got $894.8 m illi on and Japan got $1,322 billion. 32 

In terms of the relationship between what it puts into the World Bank and 
what it takes out Japan has consistently done a better deal for itself than other 
industrialised nations - notably the United States. This frustrates and angers 
American politicians. 33 Nevertheless, the USA does manage to claw back a 
good chunk of the ‘multilateral aid’ that it channels through the Bank: for 
every tax dollar contributed, 82 cents are immediately returned to American 
businesses in the form of purchase orders. 34 

All in all, multilateral agencies provide huge volumes of lucrative work for 
contractors in the industrialised countries. One UN periodical, Development 
Business, aims to lubricate this trade. ‘CASH IN ON $24 BILLION WORTH 
OF BUSINESS,’ proclaims a flyer soliciting subscriptions at $295 per annum: 

Fortnighdy DB lists procurement notices and bid invitations that give 
you early access to billions of dollars of business from multilateral 
lending organisations. . . DB features Monthly Operational Summaries 
from the World Bank and the Inter-American Development Bank. 
These sources of information alert you to consulting, contracting and 
supply opportunities from the moment projects are first proposed. You 
will also find indispensable information on securing contracts in devel¬ 
oping countries and timely articles aimed at making your business easier 
. . . Let DB work for you. 

An accompanying letter from the editor claims: 'DB is a unique business 
tool . . . According to a recent independent survey, one out of three sub¬ 
scribers submitting bids on procurement notices listed in DB won those 
contracts.’ 35 
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As well as permitting the publication of its Monthly Operational Sum¬ 
maries, the World Bank offers some special facilities exclusively to the 
corporations it does business with. Project Appraisals, Reports to the 
Executive Directors, and other internal documents, are strictly withheld from 
the general public, from community groups concerned about the environmen¬ 
tal and social impact of the activities of the global lender, and from people in 
the Third World whose lives are directly affected by those activities. Many of 
these same ‘confidential’ documents, however, are filed at the Department of 
Trade and Industry in London and at the US Commerce Department Library 
in the Herbert C. Hoover Building, Washington, DC. At either location they 
can be inspected freely by employees and consultants of large Western 
corporations once bona fides have been established and the appropriate forms 
have been filled in. Potential suppliers of goods and services are thus deemed to 
have a legitimate ‘need to know’ about the most intimate details of any project 
they may have an interest in; meanwhile, those who actually live in the project 
area itself are kept in the dark until the bulldozers move in. It would be hard to 
find a clearer illustration of the privileged links between private business 
and public money - links that are the matrix for so much that passes as 
‘development’. 

Neither Fish nor Fowl 

Although normally recondite on the subject, aid agencies do make a consider¬ 
able song and dance about their contributions to business prosperity when - as 
is now frequently the case - they are attacked by critics on the right of the 
political spectrum and accused of recklessly hurling tax-payers’ money into the 
bottomless and undeserving pit of the Third World. The US Agency for 
International Development, for example, proclaims: ‘Foreign aid doesn’t cost 
Americans, it pays !’ 36 Likewise, across the Atlantic, the UK’s Overseas 
Development Administration wants its critics to know that it ‘seeks to ensure 
that the aid programme is as helpful as possible to those who may be able to do 
business as a result of it ’. 37 

The problem, however, is that aid is not really supposed to be a sort of 
hidden subsidy for commerce and industry in the donor countries. Because the 
agencies know this they still devote the bulk of their PR literature, and their 
oratory, to stressing the poverty-focused and humanitarian aspects of their 
operations in the developing nations. ‘The central challenge to the World 
Bank,’ says Barber Conable, the President of that multilateral institution, ‘is 
the central concern of our world: to mobilise the will and the resources of the 
affluent and the afflicted alike in the global battle against poverty .’ 38 The 
‘principal purpose’ of US aid is ‘to meet the basic needs of poor people in the 
developing countries’, a former Secretary of State told the Senate’s Foreign 
Relations Committee . 39 ‘Increasing the wellbeing of people in the developing 
countries is a central objective of US assistance policy,’ says AID. ‘Many 
projects are designed to help the poor to help themselves .’ 40 Similarly, 
Britain’s Overseas Development Administration wants to make it clear that it 

160 



Winners and Losers 


will continue to concentrate its aid ‘on the poorest countries ’ 41 and on ‘the 
poorest people in those countries ’. 42 

Thus, if the publicists are to be believed, aid can be all things to all people: it 
can please both the right and the left, it can win the support both of the general 
public and of the business community, it can make the poor prosperous and the 
rich richer still, it can reconcile opposites, it can transform obvious conflicts of 
interest into harmony and mutual gain, it can leap tall buildings at a single 
bound, it can block the path of a speeding train... in short, like Superman it 
can do just about anything it sets its mind to. 

Unfortunately, like Superman also, aid is neither bird nor plane, neither fish 
nor fowl. This ambiguity, this hermaphrodite quality, is apparent in many 
statements that are made about it. Towards the end of his second term in office, 
for example, President Ronald Reagan said: ‘Our foreign aid is not only a 
symbol of America’s tradition of generosity and good will, but also a servant of 
our national interest .’ 43 At about the same time Christopher Patten, Britain’s 
Overseas Development Minister, asserted: ‘We should not be coy about the 
extent to which to do what is right can also be to do what is good for Britain .’ 44 
Clarifying this point, his Ministry adds: ‘Most British bilateral aid has to be 
spent on British goods and services but this does not mean that we cannot 
provide worthwhile help to the poorest groups in developing countries. By 
choosing projects carefully we can ensure that benefits go to them at the same 
time as offering valuable opportunities to British firms .* 45 

There is something undeniably seductive about this kind of argument, but 
also something seriously wrong. In logic, saying that aid benefits the giver 
because some of it is spent on his own goods and services is like saying that a 
shopkeeper benefits from having his cash-register burgled so long as the 
burglar spends part of the proceeds in his store . 46 As the eminent British 
economist Lord Bauer puts it: ‘A businessman doesnot prosper by donating 
money to people, some of whom later purchase his products .’ 47 

If we are to have subsidies - a dubious proposition in itself-then let them at 
least be efficient. Surely any government of an industrialised country that is 
minded to oblige its tax-payers to donate funds to profit-making corporations 
would be able to do so far more effectively if the transfer of wealth from public 
to private pockets were direct - rather than filtered through the medium of the 
Third World? If the subventions were out in the open, rather than deviously 
concealed within the aid budget, then - at the very least - they could be 
scrutinised much more closely and distributed with greater equity. Instead of 
going to a few big corporations, for example, they might be diverted to benefit a 
large number of smaller businesses. 

Using Western aid to create profits for Western companies thus looks like a 
flawed and misguided policy, even in its own terms. It is, moreover, a policy 
that seriously impairs the ability of development assistance to do its other job - 
namely to provide ‘worthwhile help’ to the poor of the Third World. 
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Northern Exports, Southern Poverty 

A case in point is the human and ecological disaster of the Singrauli Power and 
Coal Mining Complex in India, examined in Part Four. After ten years of 
operations, involving the allocation of $850 million of multilateral aid, the 
World Bank belatedly decided to carry out an environmental and social-impact 
assessment of this catastrophic scheme. Its short-list of consultants to do the 
vital job, however, did not include any of the several Indian environmental 
groups actually in day-to-day contact with the poor communities harmed by 
Singrauli. All six of the candidates considered were large electrical-utility and 
engineering firms and all hailed from countries that were important contribu¬ 
tors of funds to the Bank - specifically France, Canada, Australia, the United 
Kingdom, and the United States. 48 

It is in bilateral aid programmes, however, that the pressure to subsidise 
business in the donor countries most often results in projects that are badly 
conceived and that fail to deliver any obvious benefits to the poor. 

For a start, goods and services purchased with ‘tied’ aid tend to be priced 
well above their actual market value, with artificial mark-ups of 20 to 30 per 
cent being quite normal and even higher margins exceedingly common. 49 
Bangladesh, for example, found that railway carriages that it was obliged to 
buy from British suppliers were 50 per cent more expensive than comparable 
equipment available from other sources. Carriages purchased with tied aid 
from Denmark also turned out to have been excessively over-priced - they 
were three times more expensive than comparable equipment available 
elsewhere. 50 When the aid involved in such purchases takes the form of a loan 
rather than an outright grant - as is frequently the case - then it is not only the 
tax-payers of the donor country who are being cheated but also the poor in the 
Third World. 

Price is just part of the problem: when a greater priority is put on meeting the 
needs of the supplier than on meeting the needs of the recipient then the quality 
of goods delivered often turns out to be second rate - or worse. 

A classic illustration was the provision of fifty buses to Zambia under 
Britain’s ATP. The £1.76 million contract had a positive impact on the bank 
accounts of two UK companies: British Leyland - which provided the chassis 
parts - and Willowbrook International, which provided the bodies. Unfortu¬ 
nately, however, the buses were entirely unsuitable for Zambian road condi¬ 
tions. In a matter of months after going into passenger service the Willowbrook 
bodywork had collapsed and, despite costly attempts at repairs, had to be 
scrapped. Within two years most of the BL chassis - which had by then been 
rebodied in older buses already to hand - had also become unserviceable; 
within five years only three were still in operational condition. 51 

Similarly British forklift trucks supplied to Sudan as part of the UK’s aid 
programme to that African country turned out to be of a design that was wholly 
inappropriate for operation in hot conditions; as a result the recipients were 
saddled with expensive recurrent costs for maintenance. To add insult to 


162 



Winners and Losers 


injury, the manufacturer had fitted all the trucks with tyres of the wrong size. 52 

According to Overseas Development Minister Christopher Patten: ‘Virtue 
can bring its own reward. . . it’s not a crime to be popular. ,53 The tendency to 
give priority to commercial considerations, however, means that British aid 
has become increasingly unpopular with its recipients, many of whom are at a 
loss to find any virtue in it at all. 

Egypt, for instance, is today saddled with a set of gas turbines for electricity 
generation supplied at a cost of £28 million by Rolls-Royce. Although the 
turbines came with the lure of a £10 million subsidy under the ATP they have 
subsequently proved very expensive to run and represent a real and on-going 
burden to Egypt. The project proposal originated with Rolls-Royce itself and 
was hurried through by the Department of Trade and Industry and the 
Overseas Development Administration. Neither ODA nor DTI took the time 
to consider other more suitable alternatives that might have had lower running 
costs. There is, in addition, documentary evidence that both were fully aware 
throughout that the Rolls-Royce turbines were inappropriate for Egypt’s 
needs. The proper concerns of the aid programme - development in Egypt - 
were simply overridden in the stampede to assist a British supplier. 54 

Problems like these arise increasingly frequently, whether ATP is involved 
or not. Timothy Raison (Christopher Patten’s predecessor at the Overseas 
Development Administration) was so determined to win benefits for British 
business from the regular aid programme that, in 1985, he virtually forced the 
government of India to accept twenty-one Westland W-30 helicopters. 55 The 
sum of money involved, £65 million, was a pure grant courtesy of the British 
tax-payer; however, it was not ATP and thus was to be deducted from India’s 
normal allocation for that year. The Indians objected. The money, they 
argued, could be better and more effectively spent in other ways. In addition, 
Mr Raison was proposing that the helicopters should be put into service with 
India’s Oil and Natural Gas Commission to provide transport to and from 
offshore oil-rigs. The Westland W-30 was an unsuitable machine for this 
purpose. 

Raison was incensed by these reservations and warned the Indian authorities 
that failure to place an order would not result in the funds earmarked for the 
helicopters being reallocated to other projects but, rather, would ‘mean the loss 
of £65 million of British aid over the next two years’ unless there was a 
last-minute change of mind. 56 

Inevitably that ‘last-minute change of mind’ did occur and the order was 
duly signed in New Delhi on 15 March 1986. 57 Westland, which was then in 
serious financial trouble - and could in fact have been bought up lock, stock 
and barrel for £65 million 58 - immediately placed triumphant advertisements 
in Fleet Street newspapers lauding itself for its business acumen. Anyone 
reading the copy in these ads (‘three years of negotiation is over; two years of 
manufacture is about to begin’) could have been forgiven for believing that 
Westland had pulled off a triumph of salesmanship. Nowhere was it men¬ 
tioned, however, that this ‘deal of the century’ had been done entirely at the 
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expense of Britain’s overseas aid budget or that the Indian poor had been 
short-changed as a result. 

The unsuitability of the Westland helicopters for their intended duties - 
foreseen by the Indians - quickly became apparent. Most of the W-30S 
delivered by April 1988 had, from the outset, performed below specification 
and had failed to cope with the heavy-duty nature of service in the oil and gas 
industry. With fifty-five major engine malfunctions recorded, and one fatal 
crash in which seven people were killed, it was little wonder that by August 
198 8 the Oil and Natural Gas Commission had ‘redeployed’ to lighter duties all 
but five of the twenty-one helicopters. It was, furthermore, an appropriate 
symbol of the real role of aid in the lives of the poor that these redeployed 
machines were now being used as air taxis by senior politicians, VIPs and 
wealthy businessmen. Even these privileged people might wish to reflect on an 
additional item of information about Britain’s ‘gift horse’ helicopters: at the 
Westland plant in Yeovil, Somerset, production of W-30 ceased with com¬ 
pletion of the last machine for India. 59 

Between 1982 and 1988 India received approximately £1 billion in aid from 
UK tax-payers - rather more than half as bilateral assistance, the rest through 
multilateral institutions. 60 This high level of funding, explains Christopher 
Patten, is accorded to the subcontinent ‘because we recognise India’s capacity 
to put British assistance to good use’. 61 

The Minister claims that projects aimed at alleviating poverty play an 
important role in the overall programme and would clearly prefer to regard the 
Westland incident as an aberration. 62 It is far from that, however, because the 
commercial distortions to which British aid is subject militate strongly against 
support for small-scale, local-level schemes of the sort that can be directly 
helpful to the poor. As John Toye, who is Professor of Development Policy and 
Planning at University College, Swansea, observes: ‘Not much imagination is 
necessary to see that poverty-focused projects in the urban or rural sectors of 
developing countries may do relatively little for British exports or technical 
links.’ 63 The converse is also true: not much imagination is needed to 
understand the attraction of large high-technology schemes to an aid pro¬ 
gramme that is as intent as Britain’s is on giving kick-backs to export- 
hungry industries. 

It is not coincidental that major construction works and advanced power- 
stations are particularly prominent amongst the items that British aid pays for 
in India: UK firms that specialise in these fields have to sell their products and 
services abroad if they are to survive at home. The availability of concessional 
finance is vital to achieving this task. As Graeme Anderson, Deputy Chairman 
of Northern Engineering Industries, explains candidly: ‘No longer do we sell 
on the basis of the excellence of our plant, or its reliability. . . Unless we are 
able to match the finance offered by our competitors the customer will not buy 
from us.’ 64 

NEI, which has consistently been amongst the principal beneficiaries of the 
ATP slush fund, is forced to sell in the developing world because of a lack of 
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domestic orders. 65 It has done particularly well in India, but its work there has 
been the subject of growing acrimony. 

At Rihand, for example, one of India’s most remote areas, the company has 
for some years been engaged on the construction of a huge power-station which 
is to be fuelled with coal from the notorious Singrauli mines. The Indian 
government, however, is irritated by NEI’s performance which has fallen 
badly behind schedule - mainly because the British firm proved itself to be 
inadequately prepared for conditions in one of the poorest parts of the 
subcontinent. Ridiculous as it may seem, what NEI set out to do at Rihand 
when it started work there in 1983 was to build a straight clone of the kind of 
plant that might have been ordered from it in the UK by the Central Electricity 
Generating Board. Subsequently - and painfully - it has learned that it could 
do no such thing. Today the company admits: ‘There were problems at the 
start of this project.’ Optimistically, however, it adds that ‘these are now being 
worked out’. 66 

What cannot be worked out at Rihand is any kind of positive role for the 
£230 million power-station in the lives of the poor rural people who reside in 
the area. There has been some temporary employment provided - tribal 
women wearing dust-covered saris and clutching babies to their breasts are to 
be seen working on site, carrying piles of bricks or baskets full of concrete. 
However, there are no other obvious benefits at all: local villagers in their 
wattle-and-daub huts could not afford the electricity that will eventually be 
generated, even if it were to be offered to them. 67 They will, however, be 
exposed to the inevitable pollution from the plant which, like most bad things, 
will come free of charge. 

Prem Bhai, a social worker who is struggling to improve conditions in the 
area, says pointedly: ‘Development passes over these people and their villages 
like the electricity cables soaring overhead. They remain in poverty, some¬ 
times ousted from their land, and facing ill-health from tuberculosis.’ 68 

A fact much advertised by the Overseas Development Administration is that 
over 80 per cent of British aid goes to the poorest countries; 69 as Prem Bhai 
knows, however, this does not mean that it is the poorest people in those 
countries who benefit. Another and typical project that UK tax-payers 
financed in India was the complete renovation and updating of Calcutta’s 
traffic-light system. 70 It is almost - but not quite - needless to say that the 
Indian poor do not drive cars (although they do get run over by them from time 
to time). 

In Africa, where the population is still overwhelmingly rural and where 
incomes are amongst the lowest in the world, the 1980s saw a steep decline 
in British allocations for rural development - from about £10 million a year to 
just £200,000 a year. 71 To the detriment of both the rural and the 
urban poor, however, the decade also saw a steady rise in the importance of big 
infrastructural schemes. 

In the Sudan, for example, British aid has focused in recent years on the 
construction of two power-stations to provide unbroken supplies of electricity 
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to the more prosperous northern suburbs of Khartoum, the capital city. These 
projects, which have resulted in a bonanza of procurement for British com¬ 
panies, cost tax-payers £78 million - more than 75 per cent of all UK bilateral 
aid to the impoverished Sahelian country for the period 198410 1986. 72 

Khartoum, which contains only about 15 per cent of the Sudanese popula¬ 
tion, was founded in the nineteenth century by General Gordon, who patrioti¬ 
cally laid it out in the form of a Union Jack. Today the city’s best hotel, the 
Hilton International (owned by the British company Ladbrokes), stands at the 
confluence of the Blue and White Niles and provides a comfortable venue for 
British aid workers to mingle with the team of British engineers recently called 
in to provide the sophisticated skills needed to operate the high-tech British- 
built power-stations - skills that are not available locally. 73 

Taking their meals from room service or watching imported movies on 
video, Hilton guests can completely forget that they are in the middle of one of 
the poorest and most shambolic countries on the face of the earth. Within just a 
few kilometres of the brightly illuminated hotel, however, dense slums that 
have never known an electric light huddle together against the elemental edge 
of the red and encroaching desert. To the refugees, mendicants and prostitutes 
who squat here (and who are occasionally flooded out when, as in August 1988, 
the Nile bursts its banks) ‘development’ means the police who will move them 
on with bulldozers, if it means anything, and the costly power-stations at 
Khartoum North and Burri are just irrelevant extravaganzas that belong in 
someone else’s world. 

Much the same can be said of the Greater Dhaka electricity transmission and 
distribution system in Bangladesh, which is costing the British tax-payer £38 
million - a significant sum equal to the entire amount of UK assistance to that 
Asian country in 1986. 74 More than 85 out of every 100 Bangladeshis live in 
rural areas and thus, by definition, cannot benefit from the electrification of the 
capital city. 75 Furthermore, even in Dhaka itself, the main users of the system 
will not be the poor but, rather, the middle classes (and the large foreign 
community) who can afford to be connected up to the electricity grid. This is 
why a team of British consultants who have won a £3 million supervision 
contract in connection with the project are concentrating their efforts ex¬ 
clusively on the wealthy suburb of Gulsham, which has a population density 
of around eighteen people per acre; by contrast, in the Old City where the 
poor live but where transmission lines from the new power project are unlikely 
ever to penetrate, densities of 2,000 per acre are the norm. 76 

Only 4 per cent of the total population of Bangladesh presently has access to 
electricity; 77 with its marked urban and 61ite bias, however, the Greater Dhaka 
scheme is not seriously expected to make any difference at all to this extremely 
low figure. As a ‘development’ initiative it would therefore appear to leave 
much to be desired - even if there were a shortage of other items to spend scarce 
aid funds on in Bangladesh. This, though, is not the case. Indeed, in a country 
where 95 per cent of all children under the age of eleven are suffering from 
malnutrition, there is clearly a great deal that could be done. 78 
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Britain’s overseas aid is not at all exceptional in favouring large-scale, 
high-technology schemes like the Greater Dhaka Power Project that by-pass 
the poor but that provide massive benefits to rich-country contractors. Many 
similar examples could be cited from the bilateral programmes of other donors 
and from the operations of the multilateral agencies. 

Worldwide, for instance, Japan dispensed $25 billion in aid during 1984-8, 
with the vast bulk oft his being used to fund contracts for Japanese corpor¬ 
ations. An authoritative 1988 investigation found that even the relatively small 
share of the bilateral-assistance budget which is nominally ‘untied’ is, in 
practice, always restricted to procurement bids from companies in Japan and 
in the recipient country: ‘The Japanese company wins almost 100 per cent of 
the time,’ the study concluded. 79 

Inevitably, Japanese aid, targeted to reach $50 billion in the period 
1989-92, 80 supports the kinds of scheme that Japanese suppliers are able to 
make money out of - whether or not these schemes are worthwhile from a 
developmental point of view. For similar reasons, Canada’s aid programme has 
frequently put the poor last as a result of commercial pressures. 

An example is provided by Tanzania, where more than 80 per cent of all 
Canadian development assistance is tied to the procurement of Canadian goods 
and services. 81 In the 1970s CIDA (the Canadian International Development 
Agency) gave its support to a scheme supposedly designed to help Tanzania to 
become self-sufficient in wheat production. By the mid-1980s, however, with 
$44 million spent, it had become clear that this objective would never be 
achieved; indeed, the only real beneficiaries of fifteen years of work were 
Canadian companies that had supplied expensive agricultural equipment, 
spare parts and technical back-up throughout the life of the project. 

Effective as they may be in Canada, the capital-intensive production 
methods of Western-style agribusiness should not necessarily be expected to 
work in rural Africa - particularly when delivered by people with no special¬ 
ised experience of the problems of tropical agriculture or of peasant 
production. 82 In Tanzania, failure to recognise the implications of these 
challenges, together with a rather dogmatic emphasis on securing benefits for 
Canadian firms, resulted in a wasteful and inappropriate project that was of no 
value whatsoever for the poor. 

Excessive use of advanced and complicated technology meant that the 250 
Tanzanian staff could only be recruited from the already educated, English- 
speaking - and thus af fluent - middle classes; 70 of these people sent to Canada 
for technical training failed to continue working on the scheme on their return. 
Meanwhile, with machines doing most of the menial work, the demand for 
casual labour was small. At harvest time jobs could be provided for no more 
than 100 local men who were paid at the rate of just $1.50 per day; their wives 
were able to earn almost twice as much scavenging for grains behind the 
combines. 

The main problem with the project, however (to which, incidentally, the 
Tanzanian government and CIDA contributed in equal measure), was that it 
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failed dismally to live up to its promise of bountiful cost-efficient production. 
The six farms, laid out in prairie style, each required an initial investment of 
$1.5 million for equipment; subsequently, costs of spare parts for the combine 
harvesters, plus 100,000 litres of fuel per farm per annum, proved to be a 
crippling burden - but these costs had to be met if the machinery was to be kept 
working. By the mid-1980s recurrent running costs had risen to around $4 
million a year. At the same time, with the rate of growth in the demand for 
wheat exceeding 5 per cent per annum, with the project only meeting one 
quarter of this, 83 and with self-sufficiency still a distant dream, impoverished 
Tanzania found itself obliged to pay through the nose to import significant 
quantities of the cereal from Canada and from the United States. 84 

The Drug of Food Aid 

The taste for wheat is a relatively new phenomenon in Africa, but it is an 
important one. Because of it, traditional home-grown staples like maize are 
increasingly regarded as Mow-class’ peasant fare, and are going out of fashion; 
indeed, the continent’s governments now spend about $2 billion a year on 
wheat imports. 85 Similar trends are also evident elsewhere in the Third World 
as refined white flour imposes its stodgy domain from Mexico to Indonesia and 
from Thailand to Peru. Canada has played its part in creating this nutritionally 
and economically disastrous situation. It is the aggressive food aid policies of 
the United States, however, that have most effectively ‘hooked’ developing 
countries on the ‘fix’ of Western farm produce. 

Administering America’s huge ‘Food for Peace’ programme under Public 
Law 480, the US Agency for International Development operates on the 
streetwise principle that those who accept free handouts today will become 
paying customers tomorrow. AID’s ethics are really very little different from 
those of a drug pusher when it boasts - as it frequently does - about past 
recipients of food aid who are now among the top purchasers of US agricultural 
exports: ‘In 1986 seven of the ten leading importers of US farm goods had been 
Food for Peace recipients. Of the fifty largest customers of American 
commodities, thirty are developing countries, thirteen have received PL 480 
assistance and twenty-one are former beneficiaries.’ Furthermore: 

Countries that have received substantial American aid have increased 
their imports from the United States at a 30 per cent faster rate than their 
purchases from other nations. In 1981 alone, South Korea imported $2.1 
billion worth of our agricultural products - more than the value of all U S 
food aid provided to that country between I955andi959. . .Therecord 
shows that food assistance can produce lucrative trade relationships and 
can generate new commercial markets. 86 

The markets that have been opened up by the Food for Peace programme are 
in fact ‘critical to America’s ailing farm economy’, as AID admits. 87 Today 
over 40 per cent of US commercial agricultural exports go to developing 
countries. The proportion rises to nearer 50 per cent in the specific categories 
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of grain and flour sales, and approaches 70 per cent in the case of wheat. 88 In 
addition, every year - courtesy of the ever-patient tax-payer of course - US 
agribusiness benefits from AID procurement orders worth around $1.8 
billion. 89 American companies exporting com and rice receive a further direct 
bonus, since the aid programme is specifically designed to inhibit the emerg¬ 
ence of potential competitors overseas: recipients of PL 480 wheat only get 
their supplies on condition that they themselves do not attempt to export any 
corn or rice that they may grow. 90 

What is good for General Mills, Ralston Purina, or Quaker Oats, therefore, 
is not necessarily good for the Third World. Indeed, in a number of cases, food 
aid has had an utterly devastating effect on the agricultural output of develop¬ 
ing countries. As well as creating expensive addictions to non-indigenous 
cereals, and discouraging export-production of items like com and rice in 
which the USA is expanding its own trade, PL 480 has frequently served as a 
major disincentive to the efforts of local farmers to grow food even for domestic 
consumption. Simply stated, the dumping of large quantities of low-priced 
American grain in Africa or Asia can make it economically impossible for small 
producers in those regions to compete. 

South Korea has been hailed by a former Assistant Secretary for Agriculture 
as: ‘The greatest success story worldwide of the Food for Peace programme in 
terms of contribution to the growth of that nation’. 91 While it is undoubtedly 
true that South Korea has grown, the r 61 e of US food aid in this process is not so 
clear - and certainly not admirable. In an economy that has been dominated by 
export-orientated manufacturing based on cheap labour, the main function of 
US grain imports in the 1950s and 1960s seems to have been to allow the 
government to maintain a ‘cut-price food’ policy that put many small Korean 
farmers out of business. Prices paid to domestic rice producers, for example, 
were consistently below cost - with the result that millions of rural people were 
forced to seek jobs in the cities. 92 

In Haiti in the late 1970s, researchers found PL 480 commodities to be 
available in almost every market-place and in direct competition with locally 
produced foods. 93 

Well over a decade later the same is true in Somalia. In this country in the 
Horn of Africa markets in even the most remote rural areas typically offer for 
sale bags of grain and tins of vegetable oil bearing the familiar Food for Peace 
logo of friendly, shaking hands. From time to time visiting journalists - and 
some of the more ignorant members of the aid fraternity - have concluded from 
this that corrupt Somali officials are selling food aid that is supposed to be given 
to the poor. Reports to this effect, however, are based on a misconception. The 
fact is that the Somali government (like the government of Haiti) receives the 
bulk of its US food supplies under Title I of PL 480, which means that it pays 
for them - albeit on the basis of long-term loans. This being the case, it can of 
course do what it likes with its purchases and is in fact encouraged to sell on the 
open market. 

In January 1987 the Title I programme in Somalia was subjected to an 
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investigation by auditors whose principal objective was to determine if it 
‘effectively supplemented Somalia’s food supply without discouraging local 
production’. 94 The conclusions of the investigation are damning. 

‘Title I food aid to Somalia’, the auditors note, ‘exceeded annual deficits in 
food supplies.’ In consequence: 

At November 1986, 7,007 metric tons of com and 2,727 metric tons of 
soft wheat remained unsold in government warehouses after about 
fifteen months, and had deteriorated. The audit staff requested a 
laboratory analysis of the grain, because of concern about the potential 
adverse impacts of the distribution of unwholesome US-produced food. 
The analysis determined that the grain was unfit for human consump¬ 
tion, resulting in a loss to the government of Somalia of $1.5 million. 95 

Another problem was the scheduling of deliveries. Shipments of food aid to 
any country should arrive during the months just prior to the major harvest if 
they are to be at all effective or helpful. ‘At that time’, as the auditors note, the 
cheap imports ‘can best stem hunger resulting from crop shortfalls and least 
depress the prices local farmers get for their production’. In the case of 
Somalia, however: ‘ 100 per cent of the 1985 Title I food grain and 92 per cent of 
the 1986 grain arrived during the harvest period - the worst possible time.’ 96 

Blaming this unequivocally on ‘poor planning by USAID/Mogadishu’, the 
auditors note two adverse results. First: ‘food valued at $16 million in 1985 and 
$12 million in 1986 was not made available during the critical hungry period’. 
Second, and worse still, the untimely deliveries, coinciding with the harvest, 
caused a glutted market when they did arrive. The across-the-board 40 per cent 
drop in prices that resulted ‘discouraged farm production because farmers 
made less profit’. 97 

The sad epitaph came a few months later when famine struck Somalia’s 
Central Rangelands (see Part One for a full account). By forcing the country’s 
own farmers to compete with dumped American surpluses in the relatively 
good years of 198 5 and 1986, US AID had indeed deprived them of profits - and 
thus of any incentive to increase their production. When food aid was needed 
during the 1987 emergency, however, the Agency was initially unwilling to 
supply it and subsequently unable to get it to the hungry with speed and 
efficiency; thousands died needlessly as a result. 

As a hybrid of commerce and humanitarianism, food aid displays the worst 
aspects of both its parents and seems to have inherited none of their better 
qualities. The efficiency and single-mindedness of private enterprise might 
have salvaged something out of the Somali disaster - and would certainly have 
saved fives; instead incompetence and confusion ruled. The selflessness and 
devotion to duty of a genuinely welfare-orientated institution might have 
helped; but the day was won by petty bureaucratic concerns, snobbery and 
hubris. 

Aid can sink lower than this, however - and frequently does. 
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Candy from a Baby 

In Somalia again, that archetypally ‘aided’ country, I remember being driven- 
much too fast - down a brutal highway. Its recently macadamised surface only 
added to the bone-pulverising solidity of an apparently endless series of 
pot-holes and deep corrugations. 

‘Dear God,’ I protested as my head hit the roof of the Landcruiser for the 
seventh or perhaps the eighth time in as many minutes, ‘who built this bloody 
road?’ 

‘The European Economic Community,’ my Somali companion replied 
smugly. A moment later, as the vehicle came to a screeching halt on the 
edge of an inexplicable abyss, he added: ‘And this particular stretch was the 
contribution of Italy.’ 

In a sense the entire highway, which connects Mogadishu, the capital, with 
the southern port of Kismaayo, can be blamed on the Italians: it was built 
during 1982-3 by a Milanese contractor who won the $100 million contract in 
open tender from the EEC. Somalia will still be repaying the Community’s 
long-term, low-interest loan in theyear2023. This is unfortunate in viewof the 
fact that the road itself had virtually ceased to be serviceable by 1988. 

Badly engineered an d shoddily surveyed, i t i s now i n such a shocking state of 
repair that lorries avoid it altogether: by driving alongside it rather than on it 
they have created deep gullies which greatly increase the rate at which it is 
being undermined and washed away. In some places it can still carry cars and 
light trucks, although few vehicles that make the journey arrive at their 
destination entirely undamaged. Breakdowns are common and there are 
numerous accidents: several people have been killed as a result of roll-overs 
resulting from blown-out tyres. 

No one has yet computed the cost to Somalia’s transport fleet; what is clear, 
however, is that the government can no longer afford to pay for the continuous 
maintenance and resurfacing that the road requires. As a result, a project that 
should have been an asset to the impoverished East African nation has 
transformed itself into a liability and a reproach. The only winner is the Italian 
contractor who - although forbidden to work in Somalia again - is free and 
clear with the fat profit obtained by cutting comers and using sub-standard 
materials and techniques. 

Meanwhile, in the sprawling central African country of Zaire, General 
Electric and the US contracting firm Morrison-Knudsen have made handsome 
sums out of the $1.5 billion Inga-Shaba Power Project with its 1,000-mile 
high-tension transmission-line. Passing over rough terrain on its way to the 
Maluku steel mill and copper refinery, the line has been explicitly engineered 
to preclude the provision of electricity to the many poor rural villages en route; 
the copper and steel plants that it is destined for, however, are not at present 
functioning properly and are not thought likely to do so in the foreseeable 
future. 98 

Most expert observers concur that, as a development project, Inga-Shaba 
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was ill-conceived from the outset: the electricity that it provides could have 
been generated much more cheaply and efficiently in other ways and without 
recourse to expensive foreign expertise. In support of this view State Depart¬ 
ment officials have recently been quoted as saying that the principal reason that 
the power-line was opted for by Zaire was that it provided a big construction 
contract for US industry in return for continued American support for the 
deeply unpopular government of President Mobutu Sese Seko. 99 

Meanwhile, in north-eastern Guatemala, foreign companies have done well 
out of the construction of the massive Chixoy hydroelectric dam. This, as we 
saw at the end of the last part, was originally priced at $340 million; the final 
bill, however, turned out to be approximately thrice as much. 

An important factor in the very dramatic cost-escalation that the project 
suff ered was the collapse in 198 3 of a tunnel through which water was supposed 
to travel to the power-station. It has been suggested that this accident, which 
extended the construction period by two years and added an estimated $165 
million to the bottom line, may well have been the result of poor workmanship 
by members of the LAMI consortium which built the dam. ‘The engineering 
companies overlooked warnings. They knew it was a lousy site,’ complains 
Robert Balsells, President of INDE, the Guatemalan electricity board. 100 

Now threatening legal action, INDE claims that the members of the 
consortium - Lahmeyer International of West Germany, Motor Columbus of 
Switzerland, and the International Engineering Company of California - were 
negligent. LAMI, however, denies the charge. ‘It is a pity for the country,’ 
shrugs one official, Martin Lommatzch, ‘but I do not feel responsible.’ 101 

The dam was financed by the World Bank which, despite the controversy, is 
still collecting payments of interest and principal on its massive loan to 
Guatemala - one of the poorest countries in Central America where 75 per cent 
of the population earn less than $300 per annum. 102 

The Bank likes to act as though it is above corruption and graft; frauds and 
financial irregularities, however, occur frequently within the hallowed halls of 
the largest source of development assistance on earth. Recent instances 
brought to light include an employee who violated conflict-of-interest guide¬ 
lines by accepting an expenses-paid trip to Europe from a supplier of computer 
services; three employees who covered up the fact that the file of a favoured 
contractor was incompletely documented; and a high-ranking procurement 
official who awarded business worth $1 million on a sole-source basis in direct 
contravention of the Bank’s own rules and regulations. 103 

Cosy links between the private sector and officials who control the purse¬ 
strings of public money can lead to some spectacular abuses: in the case of one 
World Bank contract an estimated $3 million more than necessary was paid to a 
supplier of pump-sets for a tube-well project in Bangladesh. Lower alternative 
bids of equal quality were available and had been recommended by staff at the 
Dhaka office. These recommendations, however, were mysteriously overruled 
by Washington. Robbing the Bank, as one jaded official put it at the time, was 
‘easier than robbing a bank’. 104 
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The fact is that many Western companies working on aid contracts in the 
Third World are allowed to get away with daylight robbery. This can happen as 
a result of collusion between entrepreneurs and corrupt aid administrators or 
because the officials concerned are simply idle and negligent. Either way, 
where foreign assistance budgets are concerned it seems that stealing from 
tax-payers, and from the poor, is just like stealing candy from a baby. 

Hard Cheese in Jamaica 

One scheme in the Caribbean island of Jamaica illustrates the kind of abuses 
that can occur, and is worth describing at some length. Financed by the US 
Agency for International Development it was marred from the outset by 
wastage and bad management, greed, opportunism, and conflicts of interest. 
These failings, all involving a private contractor, were only uncovered by 
AID’S auditors after millions of dollars had been lost. 

At the beginning of the 1980s a large US agricultural company. Land 
O’Lakes Inc. (LOL) of Minnesota, won a contract from the American agency 
to provide technical assistance to Jamaican agriculturalists. In 1983, while 
working on this project, LOL put in a proposal suggesting that surplus US 
commodities could be used to create a private non-profit foundation for 
financing further agricultural development in Jamaica. AID liked the proposal 
and approved it in 1984. The result was the formation of the Jamaica 
Agricultural Development Foundation to which the Agency agreed to donate 
4,000 tonnes of US cheese and butter every year until 1990. 

The idea was simple and innovative: local revenue earned from butter and 
cheese sales would finance the Foundation’s operating expenses and would also 
provide cash for loans, grants, and equity investments to promote Jamaica’s 
agricultural sector. Neither were the sums involved small: by the end of 1985 
the Foundation had received $6 million worth of dairy produce from the USA. 
Things did not work out quite as planned, however - mainly because 
Jamaicans did not like, and thus would not buy, American salted butter; 
besides, there were cheaper alternatives available locally. As a result sales were 
negligible, storage costs soared and the Foundation quickly got into trouble. 
Eventually, to avoid bankruptcy, it had to be bailed out by USAID with more 
than $1.5 million of American tax-payers’ money. 

The few loans and grants that the Foundation had managed to make in the 
mean time under its mandate to promote the development of Jamaican 
agriculture had not gone to the recipients envisaged when AID had approved 
the project. Large and well-established companies had done well; small 
farmers and the nascent local dairy industry had got virtually nothing. 

Even more worrying to the auditors, however, when they made a thorough 
study of the project in 1986, was evidence that one of the main beneficiaries of 
the Foundation’s largesse had been Land O’Lakes Inc. Having originated the 
idea in the first place, and having written the project proposal, it had seemed 
natural enough in 1984 that LOL should be given a seat on the board of the new 
entity. This raised the possibility of a conflict of interests - a possibility that 
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loomed large when it was discovered that the American company had been 
awarded fees of $185,400 by October 1985, apparently as compensation for its 
‘technical assistance services’. 

In addition, when elderly surplus cheese donated by USAID began to 
deteriorate in the Foundation’s warehouses, LOL was quick to recommend an 
answer to the problem: cheese that was only one to two months old would have 
to be blended with existing stocks. By a strange coincidence, furthermore, 
LOL’s Minnesota plant just happened to have the required quantity of the 
right sort of cheese available. Since no young cheese was in the AID pipeline at 
the time, the Foundation bought LOL’s product. The sum of money paid out, 
$400,000, was found by the auditors to be three times the world market price. 
Worse still, it was suggested subsequently that the whole expensive operation 
might well have been unnecessary. 105 

Skimming, Delving and Leaking 

It would be quite wrong to suggest that Western corporations are alone in 
putting their fingers into the aid pie and pulling out plums. Many in the Third 
World also help themselves. 

In Bangladesh, for instance, a tiny handful of wealthy local ‘commission 
agents’ are reliably estimated to have pocketed a minimum of $136 million 
from aid transactions during a recent eight-year period. 106 According to the 
respected Bangladeshi economist Rehman Sobhan, these influential middle¬ 
men have now 

acquired a material stake in an aid-dependent regime . . . Any trend 
towards abridging external dependence is likely to be directly inimical to 
these commission agents of foreign suppliers . . . Their external nest- 
eggs make it possible for them to travel abroad frequently where they 
enjoy the lifestyles of the West. They import luxury goods into Bangla¬ 
desh both legally and illegally and provide a major source of domestic 
demand for luxury imports. 107 

It is not only prosperous urban intermediaries who skim off large amounts of 
the aid actually intended for the rural poor of Bangladesh. Out in thefield, as in 
so very many other Third World countries, another set of filters is in place to 
divert even more resources from those who really need them to those who really 
don’t. 

An example is provided by the fate of 3,000 mechanical wells which were 
financed by a long-term World Bank loan to Bangladesh. According to a press 
release on the project, each well would serve twenty-five to fifty small farmers 
joined together in a co-operative irrigation group. In practice, however, as 
independent researchers discovered, virtually every well was quickly co-opted 
by the richest man in the village in which it was located (in one case the 
wealthy individual concerned bought ‘his’ well for $300 and then rented out 
access to it to his neighbours at an extortionate hourly rate which few could 
afford). 108 
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A Bank official subsequently admitted: 

One hundred per cent of these wells are going to the big boys. First 
priority goes to those with the most power and influence - the judges, the 
magistrates, the members of parliament, the union chairmen. If any 
wells are left over, the local authorities auction them off. The big 
landlords compete and whoever offers the biggest bribe gets the well. 109 

Corruption at village level in the developing countries, however, is a minor 
issue by comparison with corruption at the top. In this respect, the case of 
Guatemala’s Chixoy Dam again comes to mind. 

General Romero Lucas Garcia’s military government, which was in power in 
Guatemala during the bulk of the construction phase and which signed the 
contract with the World Bank, is today recognised by political analysts as 
having been the most corrupt administration in the history of a Central 
American country that has been afflicted by more than its fair share of venal 
and dishonest regimes. 110 According to Robert Balsells, President of the 
state-owned electricity company, members of the junta pocketed about $350 
million out of the $1 billion provided for the Chixoy project. He points to 
insurance documents that put the actual value of the dam at $650 million and 
suggests with an eloquent shrug: ‘Draw your own conclusions.’ Another 
expert observer, Rafael Bolanos, Dean of the School of Civil Engineering at 
Guatemala’s San Carlos University, has a higher estimate of the extent of 
official theft: $500 million. The dam, he says, was the ‘biggest gold mine’ that 
the crooked generals ever had. 111 

The huge sums of international aid and development finance attracted by 
schemes like the Chixoy are consistently mined, dredged, delved for, dug up 
and salted away by Third World politicians who have seized power without any 
kind of popular mandate and who then single-mindedly set about enriching 
themselves at the expense of the poor in their own countries. 

This process is sometimes acknowledged by the agencies concerned. On one 
occasion, for example, the World Bank admitted that between 10 and 15 per 
cent of all the money that it had put into projects in Indonesia had been 
dissipated through ‘leakage’ - a euphemism for high-level theft. 112 

The Case of Imelda and Ferdinand 

In the Philippines, another South-East Asian country much favoured by the 
Bank, an enormous foreign debt of $26 billion 113 had been built up by 1986 
when President Ferdinand Marcos was overthrown. Most of the loans had 
been contracted to pay for extravagant development schemes which, although 
irrelevant to the poor, 114 had pandered to the enormous ego of the head of 
state. After Marcos was gone, however, it became clear that his role in creating 
this staggering liability went far beyond a predilection for expensive and 
inappropriate projects: a painstaking two-year investigation of his dealings 
established beyond serious dispute that he had personally expropriated and 
sent out of the Philippines more than $10 billion. 115 
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Much of this money - which, of course, should have been at the disposal of 
the Philippine state and people - had disappeared for ever into Swiss bank 
accounts; 116 much had been invested in US real estate; 117 much had gone on 
fripperies: $100 million, for example, to pay for the art collection that former 
beauty queen Imelda Marcos used to decorate the walls of her favourite 
properties overseas. Her tastes were eclectic and included six Old Masters 
purchased from the Knoedler Gallery in New York for $5 million, a Francis 
Bacon canvas - fetchingly entitled ‘Masturbation’ - supplied by the Marl¬ 
borough Gallery in London, and a Michelangelo, ‘Madonna and Child’, 
bought from Mario Bellini in Florence for $3.5 million. 118 

Almost two years after Imelda and Ferdinand went into exile in Hawaii only 
one of these treasures had been recovered - a Fantin Latour flower painting 
found in a luxury apartment on New York’s Fifth Avenue and auctioned at 
Christie’s in November 1987 for $440,000. By that time another thirty-eight of 
the total of 155 paintings had also been located. These, however, could not 
immediately be returned to the Philippine authorities since they were in the 
possession of a long-time Marcos family friend, arms dealer Adnan Kashoggi. 
According to Ramon Diaz, chairman of the commission set up to track down 
the loot, the canvases - thought to include two works by Franz Hals - had been 
given to the Saudi multi-millionaire in an attempt to conceal their 
ownership. 119 

£ During the last decade of the Marcos regime, while valuable art treasures 
were being hung on penthouse walls in Manhattan and Paris, the Philippines 
had lower nutritional standards than any other nation in Asia with the 
exception of war-torn Cambodia. To contain popular unrest, strikes were 
banned and union organising was outlawed in all key industries and in 
agriculture. Thousands of Filipinos were imprisoned for opposing the dic¬ 
tatorship and many were tortured and killed. 120 Meanwhile the country 
remained consistently listed amongst the top ten recipients of both US and 
World Bank development assistance. 121 Mediated through aid, the connection 
between the great wealth of the Filipino leadership and the great poverty of the 
majority of the people could not have been more stark or explicit. 

It was contrasts like these that, ultimately, led to the ouster of the Marcos 
rdgime. History will judge how much better the new administration in the 
Philippines will beT What i s quite clear, however, now and for the foreseeable 
future, is that the country is going to have to continue to pay out each year 
between 40 and 50 per cent of the entire value of its exports just to cover the 
interest on the foreign debts that Marcos incurred. 122 

The Fat Man and the Thin Man 

Rather than penalising greedy and irresponsible Third World leaders like 
Ferdinand Marcos, Western aid often condones their behaviour, encourages 
them in their costly delusions of grandeur, and provides them with the 
wherewithal to keep up the bad work. 

This was certainly the case with Jean Bedel Bokassa, head of state of the 
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Central African Republic from 1966 until 1979, who once admitted in a 
moment of rare honesty: ‘Everything around here is financed by the French 
government. We ask the French for money, get it and waste it.’ 123 The main 
bilateral donor, France, in fact provided its run-down and obscure former 
colony with about $38 million per annum in aid during the 1970s - not a 
colossal sum by Philippine standards perhaps, but enough to keep things going 
in one of the poorest countries in Africa if properly spread around. In 
December 1977, however, and in just one day, Bokassa was permitted to waste 
on himself no less than $20 million of that year’s entire subvention from French 
tax-payers: he blew the money on a glittering but ludicrous ceremony that 
transformed him from a mere President into an Emperor. For the occasion, 
which was attended by thousands of foreign guests, the demented former 
captain in the French army wore a $2 million crown topped by a magnificent 
138-carat diamond and draped himself in robes designed by Guiselin at a cost 
of $145,000. 124 

The Central African Republic - or ‘Empire’ as it was renamed after the 
events of 4 December 1977 - had at the time less than 170 miles of paved roads 
and a population immersed in abject poverty: average per-capita incomes were 
in the region of $250 a year. 125 Bokassa, however, felt quite justified in 
spending as much as he did on his own coronation: ‘One cannot create a great 
history without sacrifices,’ he explained, ‘and this sacrifice is accepted by the 
population.’ 126 

Africa is a continent that is justifiably renowned for the vast wealth hijacked 
and expropriated by its Elites and for the sacrifices demanded of its long- 
suffering poor. There are even jokes on the subject - for example, the story of 
the fat man and the thin man that does the rounds during every crisis of 
hunger: 

‘You should be ashamed of yourself,’ said thefat man to the thin man. ‘If 
a foreigner saw you before he saw anyone else he would think there was a 
famine here.’ 

‘And if he saw you next,’ replied the thin man, ‘he would know the 
reason for the famine.’ 

Dr Mahmood Mamdani, an Associate Professor of Science at Uganda’s 
Makerere University, told a version of this joke on 19 March 1985 during a talk 
he gave at a Red Cross conference on the subject of disaster prevention. The 
conference was held in Kampala and Mamdani used the occasion to draw 
attention to some glaring sacrifices that the poor of Uganda were then making 
for the rich. He recounted tales of prosperous farmers who had bought up land 
at knock-down prices from desperate smallholders during a recent famine. 
One profiteer, who had acquired 500 acres, had told him without any shame: 
‘The famine helped me. People were in need. For the first time they were 
willing to sell land, cows - things they wouldn’t dream of selling in normal 
times.’ Mamdani added that the Ugandan government also appeared to be 
getting in on the act of making itself wealthy at the expense of the poor. Peasant 
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fanners, for example, were getting from state marketing boards just 25 per cent 
of the final price of millet and less than 19 per cent of the final price of coffee. As 
a result of such practices: 

The peasant operates with a permanent handicap ... his surplus pro¬ 
duct is regularly siphoned off. His cash income is barely enough to meet 
immediate needs - for tax, to replenish a hoe or buy some salt or 
medicine. He is thus forced to begin the production cycle with roughly 
the same or even a worse technical base than the previous time around. 

In such a context, Mamdani asked, what is the role of foreign development 
assistance? He urged his listeners - who were mainly expatriate aid workers - 
that, at the very least, they should not behave in such a way as to bolster up the 
continued exploitation of the poor. Rather, they should seek to ‘restore the 
initiative of the victim. . . to revive the creativity of the people. . .If labour is 
maimed and shackled by administrative coercion, we must organise to remove 
that coercion. If products of labour are appropriated through monopolistic 
market practices, we must organise to change these.’ For giving such sub¬ 
versive advice Mamdani was deprived of his Ugandan citizenship by the 
government of the then President, Dr Milton Obote. 127 

A Rumble in the Jungle 

In some countries you can lose more than your citizenship for questioning the 
status quo. Since 1965 Mobutu Sese Seko, Zaire’s terrifying President, has 
ruled his thirty million people with an iron fist: detentions without trial, 
torture, murders and disappearances are commonplace and no criticism of the 
regime is permitted. 128 

Zaire, in terms of GNP per capita, was ranked the eighth-poorest nation on 
earth in 1987 - at which time life-expectancy at birth for the average citizen was 
estimated to be just over fifty years. 129 The hardships faced by ordinary 
Zairians, however, have not prevented Mobutu from becoming one of the 
world’s richest men. His personal assets - most of which he keeps well away 
from Zaire - are estimated by Western intelligence sources at between $3 
billion and $4 billion. 130 Included in his portfolio are hotels, castles, mansions 
and luxury apartments in Belgium, France, England, Australia and the 
USA. 131 

The President has achieved wealth on this scale by the simple expedient of 
stealing it. According to Erwin Blumenthal, a German banker «»nt to Zaire by 
the IMF, 18 per cent of the national budget is routinely earmarked for 
Mobutu’s personal use. He squanders the money on such extravagances as 
all-expenses-paid excursions to Disneyland for ninety guests at a time. 132 
Other important sources of funds for the President are business contracts, 
foreign aid grants and long-term loans for wasteful and exotic schemes like the 
Inga-Shaba Power Project: he has reportedly helped himself to approximately 
20 cents off the top of every dollar of foreign assistance that has come Zaire’s 
way since 1965 when he was brought to power in a CIA-backed coup. 133 
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Indeed, he has even robbed the CIA itself: in the 1970s the Agency gave him 
$1.4 million which he was supposed to use to finance the Angolan FNLA in its 
fight against the MPLA; instead the money went straight into his own 
apparently bottomless pocket! 134 

In 1982 Blumenthal warned the IMF: ‘Mobutu and his government regard 
the idea of paying their debts as a joke.’ 135 This prophecy was disbelieved and 
Zaire obtained consistent support from the Fund in subsequent years. In May 
1986, for example, an IMF loan worth rather more than $200 million was 
agreed. 136 In October of that year, however, Mobutu made Blumenthal’s 
warnings come true by announcing a moratorium on repayments. 137 The 
Fund, which had alr eady assisted Zaire to extract a world-record total of seven 
debt reschedulings from the Paris Club of creditors, was not put out by this 
temerity; instead of taking a tough line with Mobutu in 1987, an eighth 
rescheduling was helpfully arranged and new loans totalling $370 million were 
put his way. 138 

The irony is that if the President were to return all the funds that he 
personally has expropriated from Zaire during his quarter-century in power, 
then the country’s foreign debt, estimated at $5 billion, 139 would be reduced to 
an almost negligible sum. IMF austerity programmes which, amongst other 
things, recently led to the dismissal of 7,000 teachers from Zaire’s primary 
school system for ‘budgetary reasons’, and which cause great suffering 
amongst the poor in many other ways as well, are clearly not the answer under 
such circumstances 140 - and neither are new loans or generous rescheduling 
arrangements. Indeed, the entire rationale of continued Western backing for 
this free-spending tyrant must remain something of a mystery to the average 
tax-payer in Brussels, London or New York. 

That Voodoo That You Do So Well 

So often in Africa, and throughout the Third World, the main function of 
foreign aid seems to be to finance the emergence of‘kleptocracies’. In Haiti in 
1981, for example, the IMF paid in $22 million to the Treasury as part of a 
standby credit; two days later a visiting team of Fund experts discovered that 
President Jean-Claude Duvalier (‘Baby Doc’) had withdrawn $20 million of 
this money for his personal use. It was also noted that a further $ 16 million had 
‘disappeared’ from various state bodies over the previous three months and 
that the Central Bank was paying the elegant Mrs Michfcle Duvalier a salary of 
$1.2 million a year. 141 All this happened long before the pro-American 
Duvaliers finally became such an embarrassment that they had to be removed. 
Indeed, a blind eye was turned to their thefts until 1986 and the IMF acted 
throughout as though the money it was supplying was actually being used 
properly; certainly it continued to extract its pound of flesh from the Haitian 
poor by imposing swingeing austerity measures that would supposedly make 
the republic better able to repay its foreign debts. 

Haiti, by any standards, was a poor country in 1956, and it became steadily 
poorer during the years 1957-86 when the Duvaliers (pfre and fils) were in 
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power. The proportion of the total population judged to be in ‘desperate 
poverty’ increased, for example; from 48 per cent in 1976 to almost 70 per cent 
in 1986 - at which time average per-capita incomes for three-quarters of all 
Haitians had fallen below $140 a year, only 10 per cent of rural people were 
functionally literate, 80 per cent of children under six had had at least one 
bout of malaria, and 75-80 per cent of all children were suffering from 
malnutrition (with over half the recorded deaths in the territory being caused 
by malnutrition and gastroenteritis). 142 

Interestingly enough, however, Haiti was a major recipient of foreign aid 
throughout the Duvalier era - with the United States, Canada, West Germany 
and France prominent amongst the bilateral donors and with the World Bank, 
FAO, WHO, UNDP and UNICEF the most notable of the multilaterals. 143 
With all these ‘assisters’ on the scene, a question has to be asked: Did the ruin 
of the Haitian poor occur in spite of foreign aid, or because of it? 

A definitive answer is difficult to arrive at, but one thing at least is 
immediately clear from World Bank figures on the country’s economy: the 
plentiful availability of aid funds facilitated the Duvalier clan’s efforts to 
maintain an extremely low tax regime for their cronies amongst the Haitian 
rich. By 1986 the wealthiest 1 per cent of the population had managed to seize 
40 per cent of the national income but was required to pay only 3.5 per cent of 
that income in taxes. 144 

Such a bizarre state of affairs was made possible purely and simply by aid: 
under the rubric of Official Development Assistance it was Western tax-payers 
who in fact contributed the bulk of the Haitian government’s budgets. 
Typically, during the 1970s and 1980s, aid financed two-thirds of government 
investment and also covered more than half of the national import bill. 145 

There was widespread awareness of the corruption and depravity of the 
regime; little effort was made to impose controls on how aid funds were spent, 
however. Indeed, the United States - the largest bilateral donor - stated 
frankly that its strategy was to ‘place maximum responsibility on the Haitian 
government for the selection and design of projects’. 146 It might as well have 
trusted a thrice-convicted axe-murderer not to kill again, or a kleptomaniac not 
to steal when leftunwatched in a department store. 

While AID was being so charmingly credulous, the US Department of 
Commerce produced figures to show that no less than 63 per cent of all 
recorded government revenue in Haiti was being ‘misappropriated’ each year. 
Not long afterwards - and just before he was dismissed by Duvalier - Haiti’s 
Finance Minister, Marc Bazin, revealed that a monthly average of $15 million 
was being diverted from public funds to meet ‘extra-budgetary expenses’ that 
included regular deposits into the President’s private Swiss bank account. 147 
Most of the ‘public funds’ in question had, of course, arrived in Haiti in the 
form of ‘development assistance’. 

Meanwhile, in one typical year, the Ministry 0 f Sports allocated $2 million 0 f 
the little that was left in the Treasury after Duvalier’s depredations to pay for a 
stadium that actually cost $200,000 to build. At about the same time CIDA, the 
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Canadian aid agency, cancelled a multi-million-dollar rural development 
programme that it was financing when it discovered that 50 per cent of the 700 
Haitian employees on its payroll did not actually work for the project at all - 
and possibly did not even exist. 148 

Few other donors followed Canada’s example: despite flagrant and pro¬ 
longed misuse of funds, deep-rooted corruption, and the violence and human 
rights abuses of the feared Tonton Macoutes, the West kept faith with the 
Duvaliers until the very last possible moment. It was appropriate that when 
‘Baby Doc’ finally fled the country in 1986 to take up his comfortable exile in 
the south of France he did so in transport provided by the US air force. 

Money Has Wings 

The powerful in the Third World come and go; today they are in the 
Presidential palace doing business with international civil servants, tomorrow, 
with rebellion in the streets, they fly away to their carefully prepared retire¬ 
ment homes in Hawaii or on the Cote d’Azur. Their embezzled fortunes will 
long ago have gone out ahead of them, usually to Switzerland or to the United 
States. As former Treasury Secretary Don Regan accurately put it of America 
and the mighty greenback: ‘We have become a haven currency and a haven 
country not only for people but also for their money.’ 149 

There is a technical term for what is going on here, and that term - ‘capital 
flight’ - sounds just like the name of an exciting new board game. This is 
how the game works: public money levied in taxes from the poor of the 
rich countries is transferred in the form of ‘foreign aid’ to the rich in the poor 
countries; the rich in the poor countries then hand it back for safe-keeping to 
the rich in the rich countries. The real trick, throughout this cycle of 
expropriation, is to maintain the pretence that it is the poor in poor countries 
who are being helped all along. The winner is the player who manages to keep a 
straight face while building up a billion-dollar bank account. 

Of course, in real life, things are somewhat more complex than this. Direct 
thefts from the aid pot - d la Baby Doc - are still rare; much more common are 
methods of personal enrichment that are indirect, subtle and devious. The 
really clever players are those who have understood that every dollar of 
development assistance that comes their way creates an opportunity for 
undetectable personal enrichment - even when donors insist on closely 
supervising the expenditure of the particular funds they have provided. Such 
supervision is not an obstacle to the enterprising fiddler who knows the 
meaning of the word ‘fungibility’. 

Food aid, for example, is eminently fungible because it frees the recipient 
government from the tiresome necessity of ensuring that its own people do not 
starve. While well-meaning foreigners feed the hungry, the leaders of a country 
afflicted by famine can spend other funds at their disposal on whatever they 
like: they can buy advanced weapons with them, they can overpay their civil 
servants, or they can make some more hefty deposits into their Swiss or 
Califor nian bank accounts. 
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Project aid is also fungible and thus creates the same kinds of opportunity: a 
road ora dam or an irrigation system paid for by someone else is a road or a dam 
or an irrigation system that does not immediately drain the national exchequer 
of funds. The President and his Ministers can therefore continue with 
impunity to treat the Treasury as their personal cash dispenser. 

Possibly the biggest break that corrupt officials have ever had, however, as 
we saw in Part Two, is the new fad for ‘structural adjustment’: in return for 
reforms which usually hurt only the poor, such ‘policy-based lending’ injects 
millions of dollars directly into the recipient government’s hands. Since no 
‘project’ needs to be completed or accounted for, and since no hungry have to 
be fed, structural adjustment money thus lends itself perfectly to the theft and 
plunder of capital flight. 

All in all, the sums that wing their way out of the Third World are very large 
indeed. It is estimated, for example, that corrupt Venezuelans have massaged 
and finessed enough money into foreign bank accounts to pay off their 
country’s entire foreign debt - which stands at around $40 billion. 150 A study 
done by Morgan Guaranty Trust Company looked at ten heavily indebted 
developing countries in Latin America between 1983 and 1985: during this 
period, as the domestic living standards of the poor plummeted, moneyed 
people in the countries concerned managed to deposit $44.2 billion in Western 
banks. 151 Another longer-term survey covering the ten-year period 1976-86 
came up with the following aggregate figures for capital flight: Argentina, $26 
billion; Brazil, $10 billion; India, $10 billion; Indonesia, $5 billion; South 
Korea, $12 billion; Malaysia, $12 billion; Nigeria, $10 billion; Philippines, $9 
billion. 152 

Mexico’s flight capitalists drained off a breathtaking $56 billion during the 
decade 153 - a sum of money that represents almost exactly half of that country’s 
total foreign debt. 154 Aid agencies and financial institutions, however, do not 
seem to take this apparently unmissable problem into account in their efforts to 
promote development in Mexico. In World Bank structural adjustment 
lending, for example, as one senior official admits, there has never been any 
‘mention of imposing limits on corruption or on capital flight - two of Mexico’s 
biggest problems’. Indeed, the global lender has not even obliged the Mexican 
government ‘to install a decent auditing system to control graft’. 155 

Bad to the Bone 

Although it is the subject of a pious literature, and is credited with saintly and 
humanitarian motives, foreign aid - as we have seen - often keeps strange and 
brutal company. In Mexico and Zaire, in the Philippines and Haiti, thieves 
and murderers, psychopaths and cheats have all been amongst its bedfellows. 
Elsewhere it has consistently bestowed its favours upon the big battalions. Big 
corporations, big and wasteful projects, big, ambitious, absurd development 
plans, big ideas, and big bureaucracies have all flourished thanks to aid’s 
bounty. Meanwhile local-level initiatives, relevant and realistic strategies, and 
the energy and enterprise of the poor in the Third World have been ignored. 
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Aid is not bad, however, because it is sometimes misused, corrupt, or crass; 
rather, it is inherently bad, bad to the bone, and utterly beyond reform. As a 
welfare dole to buy the repulsive loyalty of whining, idle and malevolent 
governments, or as a hidden, inefficient and inadequately regulated subsidy 
for Western business, it is possibly the most formidable obstacle to the 
productive endeavours of the poor. It is also a denial of their potential, and a 
patronising insult to their unique, unrecognised abilities. 

Resettlement schemes in Brazil and Indonesia, reviewed in Part Four, have 
typically absorbed investment at the rate of $12,000 per settler. 156 Such 
schemes, involving the transfer of huge quantities of Western aid to repressive 
and irresponsible regimes, have destroyed the environment on a near- 
apocalyptic scale, have wiped out indigenous tribal peoples, and have made the 
majority of the migrants materially poorer and more miserable than they were 
before the intervention of the World Bank and other donors. What would have 
happened, I wonder, if the money had not been handed over in bulk to sneering 
and insensitive bureaucracies, had not been used to enrich road-builders, 
forest-clearers and other corporate contractors, but had instead been divided 
up into $12,000 dollops and simply given to each of the settlers? What would 
have happened if even one-tenth of that amount - $ 1,200 - had been provided 
to each of them? 

They would not, I suspect, have migrated at all if they had benefited from 
such an unprecedented windfall. To a landless Brazilian peasant or to a 
smallholder struggling to eke out a living in rural Java, $1,200 is a fortune, is 
equivalent to perhaps four years of income. I am confident that such people 
would have made effective use of money on this scale if it had been entrusted to 
them directly, would have invested it productively and intelligently in their 
home areas to transform their own lives and would, in the process, have 
permanently reinvigorated the flagging rural economies of the countries in 
which they live. 

This is just a pipe-dream, however. Whether given for dams in India, 
resettlement in Indonesia, power-stations in Bangladesh, structural 
adjustment in Mexico or balance-of-payments support in the Sudan, our aid 
does not help ordinary people ‘to help themselves’ and it does not promote 
broadly based prosperity. On the contrary, it systematically empowers and 
enriches the very forces that today most efficiently stifle the initiative and 
resourcefulness of peasants, nomads, slum-dwellers and villagers throughout 
the Third World. 
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CONCLUSION 


Aid Is Not Help 


His fame and learning and his high position 
Had won him many a robe and many a fee . . . 
Nowhere there was so busy a man as he; 

Yet he was less busy than he seemed to be. 

Chaucer, The Canterbury Tales 




I N the period 1950-5 total bilateral and multilateral aid from all sources 
rarely exceeded $1.8 billion per annum. 1 In the 1960s, however, the scale of 
the operation increased dramatically: disbursements of official development 
assistance in 1961, for instance, were 20 per cent higher than they had been the 
year before. 2 By 1962 total world aid had risen to just a shade under $6 billion 
and, by 1972, OECD member states alone were giving close to $10 billion a 
year. 3 By 1984 there had been a threefold increase in this OECD figure, OPEC 
member states had established themselves as major donors and the Soviet 
Union was also giving significant quantities of development assistance. 4 Total 
world aid in 1987 was just over $50 billion 5 - up about 7 per cent on the 1986 
figure of $46 billion. 

One of the remarkable aspects of aid’s busy growth is the way in which 
giving more has, over the passing years, subtly become equated with doing 
better, indeed with moral virtue. As a result of the activities of pro-aid pressure 
groups and of effective public relations by the agencies themselves, ‘increased 
aid’ is now a phrase that is used interchangeably with ‘improved aid perform¬ 
ance’. In almost all diplomatic and economic forums, as the British economist 
Lord Bauer observes: ‘Countries giving a higher percentage of their national 
income in official aid are described as better performers than others giving a 
smaller percentage. ’ 6 

Indeed so. Official development assistance today is a sacred cow which must 
never be killed; which, preferably, must be nurtured. Within the United 
Nations, for example - as we saw in some detail in Part Two - the whole debate 
is framed in terms of ‘targets’. Since the 1960s the world body has been urging 
its member states to give 0.7 per cent of their annual GNP as ODA: those 
countries that do increase their aid, that do ‘meet the target’, are ‘good’ in 
the UN’s terms; conversely, of course, those that decrease their aid are 
‘bad’. 

A campaign launched by the British Labour Movement in 1988 promotes 
this naive and simplistic notion. Under the slogan ‘Support the Just 0.7 
Campaign’ a leaflet tells us that Britain in 1979 ‘was the most generous of the top 
seven industrialised nations’ because it was well on its way to ‘achieving’ the 
0.7 per cent target. Since then, however, as a result of the ‘shameful record’ of 
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the Conservatives, there has been a disgraceful tum-around. Having fallen 
behind France, Sweden, Denmark, the Netherlands and Norway in the 
generosity stakes, the UK is now ‘on the way to being the meanest’ nation in the 
world. 7 

Similar judgements on aid performance are also to be found in the influential 
reports of the Commission on International Development that met under the 
chairmanship of Willy Brandt in the 1970s and 1980s. While those donor 
countries that have surpassed the 0.7 per cent target are fulsomely praised, the 
failure of many others to reach it is described as ‘deeply disappointing’ and as a 
sign of ‘a marked lack of political will’. 8 Noting that aid is in fact falling as a 
share of the GNP of several wealthy industrialised nations - for which ‘there is 
no excuse’ - the Commission urges the recalcitrant donors ‘to set their sights 
once more on the fulfilment of the 0.7 per cent target’. 9 

If and when this target is reached - the argument continues - then the people 
of the Third World will inevitably benefit. The notion that increased aid from 
the North will result in improved conditions in the South is thus treated as 
though it were a self-evident truth. 

It is far from that, however, particularly when what we are talking about is 
an increase amounting to just a few tenths of a single percentage point of the 
donor countries’ GNP. Aid, after all, is just one amongst many different forms 
of financial flow - and these flows move from South to North as well as from 
North to South. To arrive at the real bottom line in the relationship between 
the rich and the poor nations it is therefore necessary to total up the figures for 
global ODA with all the other relevant transactions that take place in both 
directions. 

When this is done an interesting and little-advertised trend emerges: since 
the early 1980s, mainly as a result of a sharp decline in new lending by private 
banks coupled with ongoing repayments at rising interest rates of old loans, the 
wealthy countries have consistently been net recipients of funds from the Third 
World - not net donors to it - even when ODA is taken into account. Initially 
the gain of the North was small - just $300 million in 1983. By 1984, however, 
it had risen dramatically to $12.5 billion. Since 1985 the poor South’s net 
transfer of finance to the rich nations has exceeded $30 billion per annum; 10 the 
figure for the year 1 July 198710 30 June 1988,for instance, was$39.i billion. 11 

My dictionary tells me that ‘aid’ is a synonym for ‘help’. The whole notion 
that the developing countries are being ‘helped’ by the developed ones, 
however, seems to me - on the basis of these negative financial transfers alone - 
to be highly suspect. 

This general view is best clarified by some specific examples. During the 
three years 1986-8 the International Monetary Fund received net payments 
totalling almost $8 billion from the Third World. 12 And recently the Inter¬ 
national Bank for Reconstruction and Development has also become a signifi¬ 
cant drain on the resources of poor countries: in the financial year to 30 June 
1988 it was a net beneficiary of $1.9 billion. 13 Negative transfers of this sort in 
the multilateral sector are, however, dwarfed by those on a country-by-country 
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basis. Between 1982 and 1987 British banks took in more than £80 billion in 
debt-service payments from Latin America. 14 Averaged out, this meant that 
every man, woman and child in that impoverished continent had transferred a 
generous £40 a year to the City of London. By contrast, Britain’s bilateral aid to 
Latin America during the same period was worth just under 8 pence per capita 
per annum. 15 For the record, India - the UK’s largest ‘aid partner’ - normally 
receives about 15 pence per capita per annum and Kampuchea, one of the 
poorest countries in the world, gets 0.0026 pence per capita per annum. 
Britain’s official development assistance to Gibraltar and the Falkland Islands, 
on the other hand, averages out respectively at £748 per capita per annum and 
£5,350 per capita per annum. 16 

Such anomalies - found, incidentally, in the ODA of every single donor - 
illustrate a seminal point: aid is far too small in macro-economic terms to do 
much good to anyone (except to a few favoured mini-states like Gibraltar, in 
the case of the UK, or Israel in the case of the US). Neither will marginal 
increases of the kind envisaged by the Brandt Commission or by Britain’s ‘Just 
0.7’ campaign make any significant difference to this state of affairs. 

At $60 billion a year, on the other hand, aid is already quite large enough to 
do harm. Indeed, as this book has argued at some length, it is often profoundly 
dangerous to the poor and inimical to their interests: it has financed the 
creation of monstrous projects that, at vast expense, have devastated the 
environment and ruined lives; it has supported and legitimised brutal tyran¬ 
nies; it has facilitated the emergence of fantastical and Byzantine bureaucracies 
staffed by legions of self-serving hypocrites; it has sapped the initiative, 
creativity and enterprise of ordinary people and substituted the superficial and 
irrelevant glitz of imported advice; it has sucked potential entrepreneurs and 
intellectuals in the developing countries into non-productive administrative 
activities; it has created a ‘moral tone’ in international affairs that denies the 
hard task of wealth creation and that substitutes easy handouts for the rigours 
of self-help; in addition, throughout the Third World, it has allowed the 
dead grip of imposed officialdom to suppress popular choice and individual 
freedom. 

Aid has its defenders, not least the highly paid public-relations men and 
women who spend millions of dollars a year justifying the continued existence 
of the agencies that employ them. Such professional communicators must 
reject out of hand the obvious conclusions of this book: that aid is a waste of 
time and money, that its results are fundamentally bad, and that - far from 
being increased - it should be stopped forthwith before more damage is 
done. 

Whenever such suggestions are made the lobbyists throw up their hands in 
horror. Despite some regrettable failures, they protest, aid is justified by its 
successes; despite some glitches and problems, it is essentially something that 
works; most important of all - the emotional touch, the appeal to the 
heartstrings - they argue with passion that aid must not be stopped because the 
poor could not survive without it. The Brandt Commission provided a classic 
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example of this line of thought: ‘For the poorest countries,’ it told us flatly in its 
final report, ‘aid is essential to survival.’ 17 

Such statements, however, patronise and undervalue the people of the poor 
countries concerned. They are, in addition, logically indefensible when 
uttered by those who also want us to believe that ‘aid works’. Throughout 
history and pre-history all countries everywhere got by perfectly well without 
any aid at all. Furthermore, in the 1950s they got by with much less aid than 
they did, for example, in the 1970s - and were apparently none the worse for 
the experience. Now, suddenly, at the tail end of almost fifty years of 
development assistance, we are told that large numbers of these same countries 
have lost the ability to survive a moment longer unless they continue to receive 
ever-larger amounts of aid. If this is indeed the case - and if the only 
measurable impact of all these decades of development has been to turn 
tenacious survivors into helpless dependants-then it seems to me to be beyond 
dispute that aid does not work. 

On the other hand, if the statement that ‘aid works’ is true, then presumably 
the poor should be in much better shape than they were before they first began 
to receive it half a century ago. If so, then aid’s job should by now be nearly 
over and it ought to be possible to begin a gradual withdrawal without hurting 
anyone. 

Of course, the ugly reality is that most poor people in most poor countries 
most of the time never receive or even make contact with aid in any tangible 
shape or form: whether it is present or absent, increased or decreased, are thus 
issues that are simply irrelevant to the ways in which they conduct their daily 
lives. After the multi-billion-dollar ‘financial flows’ involved have been shaken 
through the sieve of over-priced and irrelevant goods that must be bought in 
the donor countries, filtered again in the deep pockets of hundreds of 
thousands of foreign experts and aid agency staff, skimmed off by dishonest 
commission agents, and stolen by corrupt.Ministers and Presidents, there is 
really very little left to go around. This little, furthermore, is then used 
thoughtlessly, or maliciously, or irresponsibly by thosein power- who haveno 
mandate from the poor, who do not consult with them and who are utterly 
indifferent to their fate. Small wonder, then, that the effects of aid are so often 
vicious and destructive for the most vulnerable members of human society. 

All this notwithstanding, what is to be said about aid’s much-vaunted 
‘successes’? Do they justify a stay of execution for the sacred cow? 

India is a country that is frequently cited as a glowing illustration of what 
development assistance can achieve: since independence its overall economic 
growth rate has been high and, through the ‘green revolution’, it has trans¬ 
formed itself from a net food importer to a major food exporter. India is, in 
addition, the world’s tenth-largest industrial power: it can boast a complete 
range of heavy industries and a burgeoning new-technology sector, plus its 
own space programme. Donors express their confidence in these achievements 
by continuing to channel very large quantities of OD A to the subcontinent - an 
impressive total of $5.4 billion in 1988. 18 
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The underlying reality of India, however, for the vast majority of its 
population, is just about as grim as it is possible to find anywhere on earth. 
While four million television sets may be produced each year for the wealthy 
middle classes - the richest 20 per cent, who expropriate 49 per cent of total 
household income - the average per-capita GNP is still a mere $250. 19 This 
means that after more than forty years of independent ‘development’, and the 
absorption of tens of billions of dollars of foreign aid, India is still poorer than 
neighbouring Pakistan or Sri Lanka - is poorer even than Somalia in the 
far-off, famine-ridden Horn of Africa. 

More than 300 million Indians, fully a third of the whole population, subsist 
below the official poverty line with even their most basic nutritional needs 
unmet. Two-thirds of the adult population still cannot read and write, and the 
infant mortality rate is scandalous - nearly twice as high as that of Vietnam. 20 
In India’s teeming cities there are an estimated thirty million unemployed. In 
the countryside conditions have steadily deteriorated for the majority who 
depend on farming: in 1947, half the national income came from agriculture; 
more than forty years later this share is down to a third, but about 70 per cent of 
the workforce is still employed on the land - the same proportion as a century 
ago. 21 

As for the green revolution, the truth is that its benefits have been very 
patchy. The relatively affluent north-western comer of the subcontinent - 
notably the states of Haryana, Punjab and western Uttar Pradesh - together 
with parts of Tamil Nadu in the south, ha ve benefited disproportionately from 
the new technology and from heavy public-sector investment in irrigation, and 
have in addition scooped up the lion’s share of agricultural subsidies (mainly 
for export crops). This perhaps explains why, despite increased farm output, 
per-capita availability of food grains has declined from 480 grams a day in 1964 
to 450 grams a day now. ‘You need’, as one observer has put it, ‘spectacles 
tinted the deepest possible pink to get excited about India’s development 
record in the last few decades’. 22 

So much, then, for aid’s leading success-story. There are others, too. In 
Africa, for example, one frequently hears that Ivory Coast and Malawi - both 
with high economic growth rates - represent definitive proof that development 
assistance is capable of achieving much. Yet the Ivory Coast today has 
accumulated a national debt of over $8 billion which must be paid by a 
population of just ten million - hardly an encouraging prospect for the 
future. 23 In a similar fashion, Malawi’s ‘economic miracle’ also begins to look 
slightly tarnished when account is taken of the hard facts that face the poor: 
this country has the fifth highest infant mortality rate in the world and only 4 
per cent of the adult female population can read and write. 24 

Africa contains many lessons for the aid lobby. It has lost the self-sufficiency 
in food production that it enjoyed before development assistance was invented 
and, during the past few decades, has become instead a continent-sized beggar 
hopelessly dependent on the largesse of outsiders - per-capita food production 
has fallen in every single year, since 1962. Seven out of every ten Africans are, 
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furthermore, now reckoned to be destitute or on the verge of ‘extreme 
poverty’, with the result that the continent has the highest infant mortality 
rates in the world, the lowest average life-expectancies in the world, the lowest 
literacy rates, the fewest doctors per head of population, and the fewest 
children in school. Tellingly, during the period 1980 to 1986 when Africa 
became - by a considerable margin - the world’s most ‘aided’ continent, GDP 
per capita fell by an average of 3.4 per cent per annum. 25 

Outside Africa the story is much the same. Indeed, in the Third World as a 
whole, while total outstanding debt rose by 10 per cent during 1987-8 to reach 
$1.21 trillion (39 per cent of GDP), economic growth rates fell from 4.2 per 
cent to 3.5 per cent. 26 Statistics like these translate ‘on the ground’ into a steady 
decline in household incomes and a consequent collapse in the standard of 
living of the majority of poorpeople. Thus, in Bangladesh, theinfant mortality 
rate has risen from 101 babies per thousand in 1980 to more than 120 per 
thousand today 27 and, in Bolivia, GDP per capita has fallen by a third in the 
past decade. 28 

Both Bangladesh and Bolivia are significant recipients of foreign aid. In 
Nicaragua, by contrast, which has had virtually all its aid cut off since the 
collapse of the Somoza regime in 1979, things have improved noticeably during 
the 1980s. Without any of the so-called ‘help’ that outsiders normally offer, the 
Government of National Reconstruction has succeeded in reducing illiteracy 
amongst adult Nicaraguans from 53 per cent to just 13 per cent and has, 
according to the New England Journal of Medicine, achieved more advances ‘in 
most areas of social welfare than in fifty years of dictatorship under the Somoza 
family’. 29 In 1979 - with aid - little more than a quarter of the Nicaraguan 
population had any access to medical services; by 1982 - without aid - 
three-quarters of Nicaraguans had regular access to health care. Overall 
agricultural production was 8 per cent higher in 1983 - without aid - than it had 
been in 1980 with aid. In addition, since aid was withdrawn, Nicaragua’s infant 
mortality rate has dropped from 120 per thousand (in 1979) to less than 80 per 
thousand (in 1987), the number of vaccinations against killer diseases given to 
poor children each year has more than doubled during this same ‘aidless’ 
period, there has been a staggering 98 per cent fall in the number of new 
malaria cases, and - at the level of the national budget - total funds allocated by 
the Government to both education and health care have more than tripled. 30 

It would seem, then, that official development assistance is neither necessary 
nor sufficient for ‘development’: the poor thrive without it in some countries; 
in others, where it is plentifully available, they suffer the most abject miseries. 
Such suffering, furthermore, as I have argued throughout this book, often 
occurs not in spite of aid but because of it. 

To continue with the charade seems to me to be absurd. Garnered and 
justified in the name of the destitute and the vulnerable, aid’s main function in 
the past half-century has been to create and then entrench a powerful new class 
of rich and privileged people. In that notorious club of parasites and hangers- 
on made up of the United Nations, the World Bank and the bilateral agencies, 
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it is aid - and nothing else - that has provided hundreds of thousands of ‘jobs 
for the boys’ and that has permitted record-breaking standards to be set in 
self-serving behaviour, arrogance, paternalism, moral cowardice and men¬ 
dacity. At the same time, in the developing countries, aid has perpetuated the 
rule of incompetent and venal men whose leadership would otherwise be 
utterly non-viable; it has allowed governments characterised by historic 
ignorance, avarice and irresponsibility to thrive; last but not least, it has 
condcned - and in some cases facilitated - the most consistent and grievous 
abuses of human rights that have occurred anywhere in the world since the 
dark ages. 

In these closing years of the twentieth century the time has come for the lords 
of poverty to depart. Theirouster can only be achieved, however, by stopping 
development assistance in its present,form - something that might prove to be 
in the best interests both of the taxpayers of the rich countries and the poor of 
the South. Perhaps when the middle men of the aid industry have been shut out 
it will become possible for people to rediscover ways to ‘help’ one another 
directly according to their needs and aspirations as they themselves define 
them, in line with priorities that they themselves have set, and guided by their 
own agendas. 
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